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 This study examined the relationship between customer service and student 
satisfaction at a historically black college and university (HBCU).  Student satisfaction 
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Participants of the study were comprised of 485 undergraduate and graduate students 
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In this fast-paced, high-tech, service-driven, competitive, and capitalistic 
economy, the practice of good customer service should be a top priority for every 
industry.  Customer service should be a top priority for every industry because it ensures 
their livelihood.  Customers are faced with many choices for products and services, and 
their decision to patronize a particular business over another one largely depends on how 
they are treated and how an organization makes them feel.   
 Much of the research and literature provides many definitions of customer 
service.  Customer service is the provision of services to customers before, during, and 
after a purchase.  Customer service is one of the standards by which customers judge an 
organization’s performance.  Customer service may look different from organization to 
organization.   Most customers want organizations to be attentive, helpful, respectful, 
courteous, professional, and knowledgeable (Harms, 2013; Tschohl, 1991).  
 Customer service is not an event but rather it is a vital systemic process that 
defines the culture of an entire organization.  Customer service is a series of consistent 
activities designed to enhance the level of customer satisfaction.  In order for companies, 
businesses, and organizations to remain competitive, the need for customer service is 
imperative.  Quality customer service should be the orientation of all people and 




Customer service is the process by which an organization constantly and 
consistently gives the customer what they want and what they need.  Many times, the task 
of providing customer service is relegated to those employees who interact face-to-face 
with the customer but customer service is a dynamic process which provides a complete 
action plan for organizational excellence (Howardell, 2011; Tschohl, 1991).   
It is essential that businesses and organizations strive for a customer-centric 
orientation.  This idea of placing and keeping the customer at the center and focus of an 
organization translates into greater customer satisfaction, more customers, greater 
revenue and profits, and additional growth for an entire organization.  Typically, 
examples of good customer service have included active listening, using please and thank 
you, answering the telephone and returning electronic mail in a timely manner, 
acknowledging and keeping the customer informed, and providing the customer with 
accurate information along with a quality product (Singh, 2014).   
The emerging theme in the literature offers a counter-narrative to the traditional 
unidirectional view of customer service.  Customer service is a fluid and dynamic process 
which should result in transforming culture and co-creation of value.  Co-creation of 
value consists of processes and activities that underlie resource integration and 
incorporate different participant’s role in the service interaction.  Co-creation of value 
seeks to bring different parties and stakeholders together to produce a mutually valued 
outcome (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015).   
In the area of customer service, co-creation of value allows for a business or an 
organization and the customer to collaborate to come up with mutually agreed upon 




service focuses on the process of serving rather than on the output in the form of a 
product that is exchanged.  Simply put, service in this context, involves applying 
resources for the benefit of others (Hilton & Hughes, 2013; Lusch & Nambisan, 2015).   
This analysis of customer service challenges the previous school of thought where 
customer service was confined to a 30-second interaction between a customer and the 
front line staff.  It also disrupts previous prevailing paradigms where customer service 
was considered an isolated occurrence and did not necessarily reflect the culture of an 
organization.  This service-dominant logic perspective is a courageous application to 
customer service because power is diffused and shared.  This perspective mobilizes the 
knowledge, skills, and capabilities of a business or of an organization from itself to the 
needs and desires of others.  Essentially, it transforms the interaction from business and 
organization-centric to customer and service-centric (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015; Mills, 
1956).   
Businesses, companies, and organizations need to maintain long-term 
relationships with their customers to survive.  Research shows that the quality of an 
organization’s customer service is a strong predictor of its success with long-term loyal 
and satisfied customers.  Customer service fosters customer satisfaction through customer 
maintenance, new customer development, and through customer churn prevention by 
promoting customer retention (Knox & van Oest, 2014).    
Customer maintenance involves keeping current customers engaged, valued, and 
satisfied.  Through customer maintenance, the co-creation of value is evident when a 
business or an organization is willing to allow and to encourage a more active 




development involves recruiting and attracting new customers.  Customer churn is the 
proportion of customers who leave a business, company, or an organization during a 
given time period.  Customer retention refers to retaining and keeping customers from 
doing business with competing organizations (Knox & van Oest, 2014; Lusch & 
Nambisan, 2015).   
Until recently, there was a greater emphasis placed on customer service in certain 
industries.  The retail, restaurant, and hotel industries were all heavily indoctrinated with 
a customer-service orientation.  This indoctrination was very important because the 
livelihood of those businesses and organizations depended on how customers were 
treated and how they felt about their experiences at a particular establishment.  Today, 
more industries have embraced some type of customer service policy, program, or a 
statement in hopes of keeping customers satisfied, creating new customers, retaining 
customers, and improving their revenue and profits.  Many restaurants, hotels, retail 
stores, corporations, financial institutions, hospitals, and insurance companies have 
allocated a great amount of time, capital, resources, and labor to provide customer 
service, service delivery, and service recovery training to their employees (Tschohl, 
1991).   
Although more industries have become concerned with customer service, it has 
not been highly enforced, managed, or regulated in other industries.  Customer service 
has not been a strategic focus for institutions of higher learning.  Traditionally, colleges 
and universities have set their own standards of behavior towards their customers.  For 




oversight and little performance accountability around issues of customer service, service 
delivery, and student satisfaction (Schee, 2011).  
Traditionally, customer service has not been a top priority for traditional colleges 
and universities, and historically black colleges and universities are no exception.  
Historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs) have been and still are an integral 
part of higher education throughout the world.  Historically black college and universities 
have made significant contributions by allowing the nation to be competitive in a world 
where higher education is necessary for participation in a fast moving global economy.  
Their contributions to the advancement of knowledge and to the preservation of 
America’s human capital paradigm have been irrefutable (McCaskill, 2011; Paris & 
Gasman, 2006; Spring, 2011).   
In 2010, the United States Commission on Civil Rights issued a report, The 
Educational Effectiveness of Historically Black Colleges and Universities, and it found 
that students at HBCUs have higher levels of academic engagement and higher student-
faculty interaction than their African American counterparts at non-historically black 
colleges and universities.  In addition, previous National Survey of Student Engagement 
(NSSE) research found that compared to African American students enrolled in non-
historically black colleges and universities, those attending HBCUs reported higher levels 
of engagement with faculty and staff.  The higher scores of engagement were attributed 
to students feeling a sense of belonging, connectedness, and racial identity (National 
Survey of Student Engagement, 2014; U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2010).  
Although research shows that HBCUs provide a sense of belonging, 




have invested very little capital, time, resources, or training on customer service, service 
delivery and recovery, or on student satisfaction.  Many of these ebony towers have 
enjoyed the luxury of maintaining an academic caste system perpetrated by a culture of 
organizational narcissism.  This is due, in part, because students are not considered as 
customers (Mark, 2013a; McCaskill, 2011; National Survey of Student Engagement, 
2014).  
There is a spirited debate in the research literature on whether students are 
customers.  This debate highlights the resistance of many educators and scholars of 
referring to students as customers because it suggests a redistribution of power from the 
educational organization to the student.  This perceived mobilization of power in the 
student-university relationship leads to an erroneous belief that there will be pandering to 
students, a compromised curriculum and grading system, and an overall capitulation to 
students on and at every level (Mark, 2013a; Mills, 1956).   
With their issues of enrollment emergencies, attrition and retention rates, 
recruitment barriers and budget restraints, it is unsettling that many HBCUs have not 
made the connection between customer service, student satisfaction, revenue, profits, and 
a balanced budget.  With their incredibly rich history, which was built on service, 
HBCUs, have found themselves with organizational amnesia.  They have placed the 
service of their students as a non-agenda item (Johnson, 2013; McCaskill, 2011).   
Customer service must become a top priority for HBCUs.  The co-creation of 
value and the service-dominant logic perspective must become relevant and a significant 




encouraged to engage in a partnership with the university and become somewhat 
accountable for their own satisfaction. 
This empowers the student and makes them responsible for their own satisfaction 
and success. Just as customer service fosters customer satisfaction through customer 
maintenance in a general business setting, it also influences student satisfaction through 
engagement at HBCUs.  Just as customer service fosters customer satisfaction by 
developing new customers, preventing customer churn, and promoting customer retention 
in a general business setting, it also influences student satisfaction which is manifested 
through new student recruitment, student churn prevention, and by promoting student 
retention at HBCUs.  This is imperative to the excellence, innovation, and sustainability 
of HBCUs (Hilton & Hughes, 2013; Knox & van Oest, 2014; Lusch & Nambisan, 2015).   
In 2010, President Barack Obama signed the Executive Order 13532-Promoting 
Excellence, Innovation, and Sustainability at Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities.  This executive order reaffirmed the government’s commitment to HBCUs 
to assist with strengthening their capacities and improving their operations.  While 
customer service is not directly discussed in the order, many of the issues facing HBCUs 
can be attributed to a lack of customer service and a decline in student satisfaction 
(McCaskill, 2011; U.S. Department of Education, 2011).   
In the 2014 report, Top Strategic Issues Facing HBCUs, Now and into the Future, 
low retention rates, ineffective recruiting efforts, the use of antiquated business models, 
the rising costs of higher education, lack of funding and resources, and non-competitive 
applicant pools were all indicators of the current state of HBCUs.  The report does not 




suggests that the lack of customer service could be part of the reasons for the low 
retention rates, ineffective recruiting efforts, and outdated business models (Association 
of Governing Boards, 2014). 
The 2014 report, Top Strategic Issues Facing HBCUs, Now and into the Future, 
consistently redirects the causes for issues at HBCUs to external forces beyond their 
control and it does not call for HBCUs to take any responsibility or to own any part of 
their current conditions relating to retention, recruiting, or to having outdated business 
models.  Unfortunately, like so many reports and research on HBCUs, the 2014 report 
explains issues facing HBCUs not from a performance accountability pedagogy but 
rather from a helpless, hopeless, and deficit posture (Association of Governing Boards, 
2014; McCaskill, 2011). 
Repeated studies on HBCUs discuss the many challenges and threats to HBCUs.  
Studies reveal that HBCUs have declining financial resources, lack of adequate facilities 
and technologies, greater staff workloads, state funding and program duplication issues 
and an ongoing offensive “right to exist” and “racially relevant” conversation that 
continues to plague these resilient institutions.  In addition, federal mandates also seek to 
undermine the very existence of these institutions of higher learning.  While these issues 
are almost always mentioned in the literature, there is little, if any, discussion about how 
HBCUs treat their internal customers—the students.  This omission from the literature 
warrants additional investigation and study (Brown, 2013; Johnson, 2013; Paris & 
Gasman, 2006).   
Although there is not much specific academic research on whether customer 




are studies on customer service-related issues in higher education, student engagement, 
student satisfaction, and on retention.  These studies will be used to serve as a foundation 
for this research on the relationship between customer service and student satisfaction at 
an HBCU.  Customer service is the process by which an organization consistently and 
deliberately gives customers what they need and what they want.  Student satisfaction 
occurs when perceived performance meets or exceeds the student’s expectations.  When 
students are satisfied, they might say positive or negative things to others about their 
school but when they are dissatisfied, they might say mostly negative things to others 
about their school.  For purposes of this study, student satisfaction will be measured by 
student engagement, student recruitment, and student retention (Elliott & Shin, 2002; 
Raisman, 2002; Tschohl, 1991). 
 
Statement of the Problem 
The American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI), the only national cross-
industry measure of customer satisfaction in the United States, found that customer 
satisfaction is a leading indicator of a company’s financial performance.  It found that 
customer service and quality played a more important role in satisfying customers than 
price in almost all ACSI measured industries (American Customer Satisfaction Index, 
2015; Raisman, 2002).    
The American Customer Satisfaction Index benchmarks citizen satisfaction for 
numerous industries but not for education.  Customer service and student satisfaction 
have not been a focal point of education.  There has been resistance among many 




of their organizational culture.   Specifically, many historically black colleges and 
universities (HBCUs) have not made customer service nor student satisfaction a serious 
concern for their quality, strategic, or operational goals. The failure to recognize this 
organizational deficiency calls for a courageous and candid examination of the 
relationship between customer service and student satisfaction at an HBCU (American 
Customer Satisfaction Index, 2015; Harms, 2013; McCaskill, 2011).   
In these difficult economic times, for many students, attending college is a 
sacrifice.  Students take out loans, amass a great amount of debt, and work long hours to 
offset the rising costs of tuition.  Their decision to attend a particular college or university 
should be met with quality customer service.  Students have many educational choices.  
There are 105 HBCUs, thousands of non-historically black colleges and universities, and 
numerous of on-line schools.  Students can seek educational opportunities elsewhere if 
they feel that they are being mistreated (McCaskill, 2011; Paris & Gasman, 2006).   
In addition, there has been some federal loan restructuring initiatives that has had 
a direct impact on enrollment at HBCUs.  There has been a federal reduction in the 
income ceiling for eligibility to receive Pell Grants.  The Federal Parent PLUS Loan is 
now more credit-driven which has significantly impacted parents of students with less 
than perfect or marginal credit scores.   Because students are making greater financial 
sacrifices to attend HBCUs, and they certainly now have more educational choices, the 
need for customer service and the concern for student satisfaction is of paramount 
importance (Baskerville, 2013; McCaskill, 2011). 
Neither customer service nor student satisfaction have been targeted performance 




HBCUs have voiced concerns about the lack of customer service and their dissatisfaction 
with some aspects of their matriculation experience.  Unfortunately, their concerns have 
not been well-represented in the academic research literature.  Although much of the 
research on HBCUs discusses their barriers and their declining enrollments, it fails to 
draw any type of correlational analysis between the barriers, customer service, and 
student satisfaction.  This failure of omission ignores the fact that some of the challenges 
facing HBCUs are self-inflicted (McCaskill, 2011).   
Many HBCUs have not provided customer service or student satisfaction with a 
platform for serious attention, discussion, interrogation or inquiry.  Plagued by shrinking 
budgets, small or non-existent endowments, crumbling infrastructures, outdated 
technologies, minimum faculty and staff, and overall limited capacities, HBCUs have 
become inured to institutional and organizational nihilism (Johnson, 2013; McCaskill, 
2011; West, 1993).  
This stance has left many HBCUs with overwhelming feelings of helplessness 
and a belief that all of their issues are beyond their immediate control.  This erroneous 
thinking prevents HBCUs from taking any meaningful action on issues like customer 
service and student satisfaction which are in their immediate control.  Perhaps out of their 
humble and philanthropic history, many HBCUs rely on governmental and other outside 
entities to remedy many of their challenges.  This logic continues to keep HBCUs at the 
foot of someone else’s table begging for funding and other entitlement crumbs.  This is 
oxymoronic because many HBCUs advance an Afrocentric paradigm which supports, 





Like many other institutions of higher learning and as the research suggests, 
HBCUs have not considered students as customers.  Their refusal or unwillingness to 
consider this ideological shift is endemic to any change process that occurs at the 
university level.  Systemic change and adaptation occurs very slowly at institutions of 
higher learning.  Although in recent years, there has been greater pressure put on higher 
education to be more accountable due to increased student expectations, HBCUs have 
been very reluctant to reframe their definition of a customer (Mark, 2013b).   
Thinking about students as customers presents a new ideological framework that 
will change the student-university relationship.  HBCUs might incorrectly interpret this 
change as the customer is always right and that this perspective compromises the learning 
process.  In addition, many HBCUs might feel that customer service and referring to 
students as customers will negate or immune the students from any accountability for 
their own success (Mark, 2013b).   
Customer service in the HBCU setting translates to a type of academic hospitality.  
Some basic examples include keeping convenient office hours so that students can 
discuss their academic performance, providing academic advisement, greeting students as 
they enter classrooms and other university offices, answering and responding to phone 
calls and electronic mail and processing paperwork in a timely manner.  In addition, 
customer service also includes providing students with accurate information to prevent 
them from having to go from office to office in search of solutions to their issues. These 
are very simple activities around customer service that are inexpensive, do not require a 
lot time, and certainly can be initiated in spite of the bigger funding, infrastructure, and 




Customer service at HBCUs influences student satisfaction. Customer service is 
the process by which an organization consistently gives customers what they need, want, 
and expect (Tschohl, 1991).   Student satisfaction occurs when perceived performance 
meets or exceeds the student’s expectations.  Lack of customer service at HBCUs leads to 
a decline in student satisfaction and for purposes of this study, student satisfaction is 
measured by student engagement, student recruitment, and by student retention (Elliott & 
Shin, 2002). 
When students at HBCUs are less engaged and do not participate in campus life 
and activities, or when they do not recruit new students or say positive things about their 
school, and decide to leave, this adversely affects the revenue, profits, and the livelihood 
of HBCUs (McCaskill, 2011; Raisman, 2002).   
With their many challenges and issues, HBCUs certainly have their share of 
institutional and organizational barriers which sometimes prevents them from being and 
remaining competitive.  However, this issue of providing quality customer service and 
treating their students better is a very cost-effective way for HBCUs to address some of 
their challenges.  If they continue to dismiss customer service, mistreat their students, and 
ignore the importance of student satisfaction, they will become co-conspirators in their 
own inevitable demise (Johnson, 2013; McCaskill, 2011).  
Historically black colleges and universities will have to become courageous as 
they venture into this type of unchartered systemic change.  This process of improving 
and implementing customer service throughout their institutions of higher learning will 
require organizational empowerment, a transformation in the organization’s philosophy, 




order to remain competitive and economically viable, the language and lexicon of 
HBCUs will have to reflect a customer service and service-dominant orientation (Hilton 
& Hughes, 2013; Lusch & Nambisan, 2015).   
Customer service involves a service-dominant logic where the service between 
the student and the HBCU becomes the emphasis of the exchange or of the interaction.  
The exchange and interaction is service-driven.  This analysis allows for the co-creation 
of value and makes the student and the university accountable for their own and each 
other’s satisfaction.  Power is reallocated and the liberation of the exchange and 
interaction between the student and the HBCU is mutually realized (Hilton & Hughes, 
2013; Lusch & Nambisan, 2015; Mills, 1956).   
When students who attend HBCUs are exposed to poor customer service, they 
become dissatisfied, they disengage, they do not recruit others to the school, and they do 
not remain at their college.  Poor customer service negatively impacts the revenue and 
profit streams of HBCUs.   These results will force HBCUs to cut back on educational 
services and programs.  Faculty and staff furloughs, larger classrooms, reductions in the 
work force, and hiring freezes will become and remain the new reality for HBCUs 
(Harms, 2013; McCaskill, 2011; Raisman, 2002; Raisman, 2014).  
Student dissatisfaction, lack of engagement and recruitment, and students leaving 
the university are some of the results of a poor customer service culture.   These 
outcomes will also force HBCUs to accept more students by lowering admission 
standards.  Accepting more students will enable HBCUs to cover their operational costs 




broken systemic operational strategy.  If HBCUs continue to provide poor customer 
service, their sacred doors will close (Raisman, 2002; Raisman, 2014). 
 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of the study is to explain the relationship between customer service 
and student satisfaction at a historically black college and university.  It will examine the 
relevance of the relationship between the variables.  This study is designed to explain 
student satisfaction in three areas that includes student engagement, student recruitment, 
and student retention.  This study will seek to provide additional research to the limited 
existing literature on customer service and student satisfaction at HBCUs.  In addition, 
this study will trouble contemporary held beliefs about customer service and student 
satisfaction at HBCUs and will offer a counter-narrative concerning these issues.   
 Further, this study will present a different framework which considers and 
recognizes students as customers.  It will offer a pedagogy of empowerment to assist 
HBCUs with improving customer service and student satisfaction.  Lastly, the purpose of 
this study is to initiate an action-oriented and solution-focused discussion on customer 
service and student satisfaction at HBCUs in an effort to bring about organizational 
change and operational excellence.  The participants of this study were undergraduate 
and graduate students at an HBCU.  
 
Research Questions 
 The research questions of the study were as follows: 
 1. Is there a statistically significant relationship between customer service  




 2. Is there a statistically significant relationship between customer service  
  and student engagement at a historically black college and university? 
 3. Is there a statistically significant relationship between customer service  
  and student recruitment at a historically black college and university? 
 4. Is there a statistically significant relationship between customer service  
  and student retention at a historically black college and university?     
 
Hypotheses 
 The null hypotheses of the study were as follows: 
 1. There is no statistically significant relationship between customer service  
  and student satisfaction at a historically black college and university. 
 2. There is no statistically significant relationship between customer service  
  and student engagement at a historically black college and university. 
 3. There is no statistically significant relationship between customer service  
  and student recruitment at a historically black college and university. 
 4. There is no statistically significant relationship between customer service  
  and student retention at a historically black college and university.  
 
Significance of the Study 
 Although customer service has not been a focus of the U.S. higher educational 
landscape, historically black colleges and universities will have to show a greater 
appreciation for their students.  This study purports to provide additional insight into the 
relationship between customer service and student satisfaction at an HBCU.   This study 




enable them to become and to remain competitive and financially solvent. This is 
important because it will refocus the discussion on HBCUs from an esoteric, 
conspiratorial, and sociopolitical perspective to a more meaningful, relevant, necessary, 
and practical dialogue.  The results of the study will be used to change the negative 
national narrative about HBCUs regarding customer service and student satisfaction.  The 
conversation will help HBCUs to make customer service and student satisfaction an 




















REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
 This review of the literature covers a background of historically black colleges 
and universities and an exegetical review of executive orders concerning HBCUs.  The 
review will also cover research studies on customer service, student satisfaction, student 
engagement, student recruitment, and student retention. 
 
Background of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 
According to the Higher Education Act of 1965 (as amended), a historically black college 
and university is an institution that was established prior to 1964, whose principle 
mission was, and is, the education of African Americans that is accredited by a nationally 
recognized accrediting agency or association.  There are 105 HBCUs and they make up 
3% of U.S. higher education (Gasman, Nguyen, & Conrad, 2015; Paris & Gasman, 2006; 
Richards & Awokoya, 2012). 
 Historically black colleges and universities were established to serve African 
American students who were educationally disenfranchised and to those who were denied 
admission to white traditional post-secondary institutions.  The history of these 
educational panoplies is grounded in an anticolonial sense of self-determination, an 
urgent sense of dialogical action and service, and a courageous commitment to a 




Prior to and after the establishment of HBCUs, African American students were 
not accepted into traditionally white post-secondary institutions.  There were very few 
universities that accepted the mission and goal of educating and training African 
Americans.  Public policy and other statutes prevented African Americans from pursuing 
an education in various parts of the country.  Historically black colleges and universities 
became the primary place for African Americans to receive a higher education (Gasman 
& Tudico, 2008).   
Many historically black colleges and universities emerged from the schools and 
training institutions founded by missionaries, and funded by liberal philanthropic entities.  
Prior to the Civil War, the system of slavery and racial hegemony restricted African 
Americans from obtaining an education.  There were courageous citizens, abolitionists, 
missionaries, and others who worked to resolve this deliberate and structural pattern of 
discrimination.  The aim was to establish churches and schools that would educate and 
indoctrinate former slaves and their offspring.  This served as the motivation for the 
establishment of HBCUs (Brown, 2013; Brown & Freeman, 2004).   
Paris and Gasman (2006) offer a very different interpretation for the motivation of 
the creation of early HBCUs.  Early funding for these institutions derived from African 
American and white churches.  Many white missionaries believed that it was their duty to 
civilize and to Christianize African Americans and to assist them with assimilating into 
white society.  This elitist view was used to promulgate and to advance the cultural, 
social, and political propaganda against African Americans in hopes of maintaining white 




At the end of the antebellum period, over four million formerly enslaved people 
needed an education.  This responsibility was accepted by African Americans churches, 
the federal government, the Freedmen’s Bureau, and many northern church missionaries 
and philanthropists.  Although Lincoln University, in Pennsylvania and Wilberforce in 
Ohio were opened before the Civil War, the vast majority of HBCUs were established 
during the Reconstruction Era.  The early mission of these institutions was to provide 
elementary and secondary education to students who had no previous education.  During 
the 1900s, these schools began to offer courses and programs at the post-secondary level 
(Cantey, Bland, Mack, & Joy-Davis, 2013; Paris & Gasman, 2006).   
In addition to churches, missionaries, and philanthropists, HBCUs were being 
created and sustained through state governments and legislation.  Southern states were 
mandated by law to respond to the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments by 
providing education for former slaves.  Public support for higher education for African 
American students began to be reflected in the enactment of laws and highly publicized 
court cases (Brown, 2013).   
The Morrill Act of 1862 also known as the Land Grant College Act provided 
federal support for state education in the areas of agriculture, education, and military 
sciences.  Although many such institutions were created, few were open to African 
Americans, particularly in the South.  The Second Morrill Act of 1890 mandated that 
those funds be extended to institutions that enrolled African American and white students 
or be allocated to establish and to maintain black colleges.  Although the Second Morrill 
Act of 1890 served as a catalyst for the creation of more black colleges, many of these 




Second Morrill Act ensured that new land-grant HBCUs would not be equal to their 
white counterparts (Albritton, 2012).   
In 1896, the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Plessy vs. Ferguson established a 
“separate but equal” doctrine in public education.  Many HBCUs were created after the 
Plessy vs. Ferguson decision.  While legitimizing the racial stratification of public 
elementary and secondary school systems, Plessy vs. Ferguson encouraged black colleges 
to concentrate on teacher education and training in order to provide educators for 
segregated schools (U.S. Department of Education, 1991).   
The U.S. Supreme Court overturned Plessy vs. Ferguson in 1954 and rejected the 
“separate but equal” doctrine in Brown vs. Topeka Board of Education.  The high court 
held that racially segregated public schools deprived African American children of equal 
protection guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution.  The 
Supreme Court’s landmark decision meant that black colleges would be placed in 
competition with white institutions in an effort to recruit African American students.  
After the Brown vs. Topeka Board of Education ruling, private black colleges struggled 
to defend their image of quality in an atmosphere that demonized anything all black as 
inferior (Paris & Gasman, 2006).   
The Higher Education Act of 1965 was passed as part of President Lyndon B. 
Johnson’s “Great Society.”  The primary reason for the legislation was to place education 
at the center of Johnson’s social policy agenda and to promote economic growth and 
development.  The Higher Education Act provided grants to HBCUs and to other 
educational institutions for research, expansion of infrastructure, and updated 




various amendments of the Higher Education Act which authorized additional funding to 
HBCUs (Arroyo, 2009).   
In their early beginnings, HBCUs were entrenched with white paternalism and led 
by white leadership.  HBCUs became academic enterprises and sites for resistance, for 
racial uplift, empowerment, and for progressive action.  The demand for autonomy and 
agency became apparent with the rise of Garveyism, the Niagara Movement, and the 
New Negro Movement.  The black intelligentsia began to question and to challenge the 
ideological posture of HBCUs.    It would be academically irresponsible to omit the 
contributions made to HBCUs by two of the most influential scholars of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries.  Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois contributed to and 
advanced the collective consciousness and ethos of HBCUs (Albritton, 2012; Cantey, 
Bland, Mack, & Joy-Davis, 2013; Gasman & Tudico, 2008).   
Booker Taliaferro Washington, a freed slave from Virginia, graduated from 
Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute and founded Tuskegee Institute in 1881.  He 
was an educator, author, abolitionist, and activist.  He believed that African Americans 
should assimilate into the mainstream with the mission of maintaining the status quo.  He 
advocated that liberation for African Americans would come through vocational and 
industrial training, racial conciliation, and accommodationism.  Washington emphasized 
the need for African Americans to embrace skilled labor in order to improve race 
relations.  Washington felt that freed slaves and other African Americans would obtain 
equality through power, wealth, and hard work in practical trades (Albritton, 2013; 




William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was from Massachusetts.  He graduated from 
Fisk University and he was the first African American to receive a Ph.D. from Harvard 
University.  He also had an illustrious teaching career at Atlanta University.  One of the 
founders of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), 
Du Bois challenged Washington’s educational philosophy.  He rejected 
accommodationism and the sole teaching of vocational training to African Americans 
which he felt fueled an uninterrogated capitulation and cooperation with white supremacy 
and structural racism.  He advocated for a more liberal arts curriculum to include 
literature, history, science, sociology, mathematics, and philosophy (Albritton, 2013; 
Cantey, Bland, Mack, & Joy-Davis, 2013; Gasman & Tudico, 2008).   
Du Bois admonished the unidirectional and hierarchical racist power structures of 
education that existed at HBCUs.  His fearless position compelled him to abandon what 
Freire (1970) referred to as the “banking method” of education (p. 53).  The banking 
method of education refers to depositing information into students like empty receptacles 
and leaving them passive, unchallenged, assimilated, and disempowered.  The human 
capital paradigm of education presented a dichotomy for Du Bois.  Although he called for 
a talented tenth or a Black upper class to guide the African American community to 
better economic growth and prosperity, he also understood the need for a social justice 
and liberation pedagogy.  Du Bois felt that the logical outcome of education should result 
in a reconstruction of society (Albritton, 2012; Cantey, Bland, Mack, & Joy-Davis, 2013; 
Freire, 1970; Spring, 2011).   
Although Washington and Du Bois had different philosophies about education, 




Asante asserts that their differences were not over objectives but rather tactics.  
Objectives are the profound ends rooted in the historical imperative of a people to which 
all action is directed.  Tactics are the measures and methods employed to advance 
towards those objectives.  Asante brilliantly reframes the accommodationist accusation 
against Washington and he unapologetically refers to his positions as mere deliberate 
manipulations of white people.   
 The influence that Washington and Du Bois had on HBCUs was indomitable.  
Their ideologies shaped policy, curriculum, pedagogy, and practice at HBCUs.  As these 
institutions transitioned toward accreditation in the early twentieth century, courses were 
created to reflect a more well-rounded liberal arts orientation.  Along with vocational and 
industrial education, HBCUs added courses in sociology, science, literature, and 
philosophy creating more of a hybrid and a balanced curriculum.  Washington and Du 
Bois provided a foundation for the intellectual landscape at HBCUs.  Their divergent 
ideas helped to change the national discourse about the purpose, significance, mission, 
and the policy agenda of HBCUs (Albritton, 2012; Cantey, Bland, Mack, & Joy-Davis, 
2013; Gasman & Tudico, 2008).  
 
Executive Order 13532—Promoting Excellence, Innovation, and Sustainability 
at Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
In an effort to advance equal opportunity in higher education and to strengthen the 
capacity of historically black colleges and universities, President Barack Obama 
confirmed the government’s commitment to HBCUs by signing Executive Order 13532--




Universities.  One of President Obama’s goals is to have the world’s most educated 
citizenry by the year 2020 and to improve the nation’s HBCUs.   To meet this goal, 
President Obama laid out his blueprint to promote excellence, innovation, and 
sustainability at HBCUs.  With the signing of the Executive Order 13532, President 
Obama created and mobilized the greatest wave of reform of HBCUs since the 1896 
ruling of Plessy vs. Ferguson which served as a catalyst for the expansion of these 
institutions.  Executive Order 13532 is a legislative progeny of previous executive orders 
(Gasman, 2011).   
In 1980, President Jimmy Carter signed Executive Order 12232 which established 
a federal program to overcome the effects of discriminatory treatment.  The executive 
order was also signed to strengthen and expand the capacity of HBCUs and to provide 
quality education (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).   
In 1981, President Ronald Reagan, under Executive Order 12320, established the 
White House Initiative on Historically Black Colleges and Universities, which expanded 
the previous program and set into motion a government wide effort to strengthen the 
nation’s HBCUs.  In 1989, President George Bush signed Executive Order 12677.  This 
order established a Presidential Advisory Board on HBCUs to advise the President and 
the Secretary of Education on methods, programs, and strategies to strengthen these 
institutions (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).   
In 1993, President William Jefferson Clinton signed Executive Order 12876.  This 
order required for a senior level executive in each agency to have oversight in 
implementing the order, and that the Office of Management and Budget be involved in 




President George W. Bush signed Executive Order 13256.  This executive order 
transferred the White House Initiative on Historically Black Colleges and Universities to 
the Office of the Secretary within the U.S. Department of Education.  Previously, the 
White House Initiative was housed in the Department’s Office of Post-Secondary 
Education (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).   
On February 26, 2010, President Barack Obama signed Executive Order 13532---
Promoting Excellence, Innovation, and Sustainability at Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities.  Executive Order 13532 does not specifically address customer service, 
student satisfaction, student engagement, recruitment, or retention but it does provide a 
list of general missions and functions of two entities: The White House Initiative on 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities and the President’s Board of Advisors on 
HBCUs (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).   
Initially created during Reagan’s administration, The White House’s Initiative on 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities functions are rooted in five tasks: 
strengthening the capacity of HBCUs to participate in federal programs; fostering 
enduring private-sector initiatives and public-private partnerships; improving the 
availability, dissemination, and quality of information concerning HBCUs to inform 
public policy and practice; sharing administrative and programmatic practices within the 
African American college community, and exploring new ways of improving the 
relationship between HBCUs and the federal government (U.S. Department of Education, 
2011).   
The White House Initiative on Historically Black Colleges and Universities has 




grants, and other direct funding from federal agencies.  The Initiative has also been 
directly involved in the policy-making decisions which culminated in a billion-dollar 
investment in African American higher education over the next ten years.  In addition, it 
has engaged the private sector for additional funding.  The White House Initiative on 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities has changed the national narrative on 
HBCUs to be more data-driven and it has increased the corporatization of African 
American higher education (Gasman, 2011).   
The President’s Board of Advisors on HBCUs advises the President and the 
Secretary of Education on all matters pertaining to strengthening the educational 
capacities of HBCUs.  The Board advises the President and Secretary of Education on 
improving the identity, visibility, and overall competitiveness of HBCUs; engaging the 
philanthropic, business, government, military, and homeland security in a national 
dialogue regarding new HBCU initiatives; improving the ability of HBCUs to remain 
fiscally secure institutions; elevating the public awareness of HBCUs; and encouraging 
the public-private investment in HBCUs (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).   
 Currently, Executive Order 13532 and its legislative predecessors have primarily 
focused on the acquisition of funding for HBCUs.  There has been little direct focus on 
changing the culture of HBCUs around customer service and student satisfaction.  This 
discussion has not received the attention from the HBCU diaspora.  The treatment of their 
internal customers--the students, should share the same operational and strategic spotlight 
as lack of funding, out-of-touch boards, outdated technologies, and crumbling 
infrastructures.  The concern for customer service and student satisfaction must be 




certainly impact the organizational culture, the process improvement, the financial 
stability, and overall existence of these great institutions (Johnson, 2013; U.S. 
Department of Education, 2011). 
 
Customer Service 
Customer service has been the focus of numerous research and marketing studies; 
however, there has not been much scholarly investigation on academic customer service 
and its influence on student satisfaction.  Specifically, there is limited research on 
customer service and its relationship on student satisfaction at historically black colleges 
and universities (HBCUs) (McCaskill, 2011; Raisman, 2002).   
In a general sense, customer service is the process by which an organization 
consistently and constantly gives the customer what they want or what they need.  It is 
the provision of services before, during, and after a transaction (Harms, 2013; Howardell, 
2011; Tschohl, 1991).   
In an academic setting, customer service is simply fulfilling the real expectations 
of students.   The expectations help provide a level of predictability and control in an 
experience.  Expectations can create a positive and a negative predictability.  Being a 
customer-centered college or university puts students first and it includes good teaching 
and learning (Raisman, 2002).   
In a higher education setting, customer service is evident when the university staff 
is attentive to the students, helpful and professional, and staff who complete student 




As the educational climate becomes more competitive, customer service will have 
to become a strategic priority and more of an operational effort at HBCUs.  In the report, 
Top Strategic Issues Facing HBCUs, Now and into the Future, there is no discussion 
about customer service or student satisfaction.  The report analyzes the seven issues 
facing HBCUs from a cultural and institutional lag position.  Enrollment, value 
proposition, student success, retention, governance, leadership, and educational quality 
are some of the very important issues discussed in the report but it does not correlate any 
of these issues to how HBCUs treat their students.  The issues are discussed in isolation 
and lack of funding seems to be the foundation of every issue facing HBCUs 
(Association of Governing Boards, 2014).   
The customer service journey at some HBCUs have been decimated by a non-
caring staff, cumbersome workflows and restrictive processes, lack of sensitivity, 
condescension, and poor communication.  In addition, the customer service journey 
includes inconsistent information given to students, students being sent from office to 
office for solutions to their challenges, unresponsiveness, inconvenient hours of 
operation, in-person only procedures, and perhaps the most frustrating, a division of labor 
atmosphere that trains only one individual to assist a student with a particular issue 
(Harms, 2013; McCaskill, 2011).   
Many students who attend HBCUs are no longer easy going and compliant, but 
rather they are more market-savvy and discerning consumers who have less respect and 
tolerance for ebony-covered traditional indifference.  Students are requiring that their 
needs are responded to and that action is taken to fix their issues in a manner that shows 




The omni-competence of HBCU faculty and staff along with institutional 
arrogance endorses a poor customer service culture.  Poor customer service becomes the 
organizational norm of many HBCUs because of the school’s refusal or unwillingness to 
consider students as customers.  Historically black colleges and universities will have to 
expand and change their institutional mindsets in order to reframe and reconstruct their 
ideas about how they view students.  There is a sense of urgency to this paradigm shift 
because students are customers whose satisfaction affects the fiscal value and stability of 
the HBCU enterprise (Mark, 2013b; Raisman, 2002; Raisman, 2014; Toolan, 2013).  
The debate is clear.  The practice of calling students customers brings out a hosts 
of arguments and ideas on both sides of the issue.  When students are considered and 
treated like customers, loyalty increases, retention rates are higher, there are larger 
enrollments, and institutions of higher learning experience higher student satisfaction 
marks.  Education is a service and students pay for the service which makes them 
customers (Boyd, 2012; Mark, 2013b).   
Mark (2013b) challenges the archaic institutional mindset of HBCUs who prefer 
to treat students like products rather than customers.  He argues that institutions of higher 
learning have historically been devoted to enlightenment and to the advancement of 
human thought but that some have taken a regressive and counterproductive stance on the 
idea of considering students as customers.  He silences the voices of opposition by 
reminding them that students are neither passive in their consumption of knowledge nor 
mindless in their pursuit of learning.  They are student-customers who engage in a 




There are certainly divergent views represented in the literature.  Some authors 
disagree with considering students as customers.  They equate this idea with the 
traditional philosophy of the “customer is always right” or “the customer is king.”  In 
addition, they surmise that this institutional and organizational pro-student mentality will 
lead to the commoditization of a college education where paying tuition and not learning 
will be the primary focus (Emery, Kramer, & Tian, 2001; Mark, 2013b).   
Other pundits are even more dramatic in their opposition by asserting that a 
student-customer model would undermine and erode the entire higher educational system 
because it would encourage pandering to students, the lowering of academic standards, 
and an outright capitulation to the whimsical demands and desires of every student.  The 
student-customer model would create dysfunction and this would lead to an inevitable 
system of role boundary confusion, chaos, and anarchy (Friedman & Allen, 2011; Mark, 
2013a).   
The inflamed language and the tone of the argument used by the opposition seeks 
to emotionalize the discussion by creating an irrational fear within the academy and to 
deter meaningful and candid dialogue around this issue.  Comparing the student-customer 
model with an outdated traditional philosophy of the “customer is always right” and 
“customer is king” is an indictment of the opposition’s analysis and constitutes a failure 
to observe a more modern and progressive concept of the customer role.  Current 
marketing and customer service literature supports the use of value co-creation between 
the customer and an organization.  The customer nor the business is always right—the 




type of thinking is primarily the reason why systemic change is so slow inside the 
academy (Fagerstrѳm & Ghinea, 2013; Lusch & Nambisan, 2015; Mark, 2013a).   
The idea that the student-customer model would lead to pandering to students and 
that the academic integrity, curriculum, and standards would be compromised has no 
basis.  Research shows that students are comfortable with the idea of hard work and that 
they do not want to be given grades.  Studies show that students do not typically punish 
professors for providing high standards (Eagle & Brennan, 2007; Marsh & Roche, 2000).   
Raisman (2002) confirms that students do want good grades but that they do 
expect to be challenged to obtain the good grades.  Students expect to be engaged, to 
question, and to think critically in a positive learning environment.  Grade inflation is not 
a good long term customer service strategy because this practice is dishonest, unethical, 
and it undermines the academic development of the student and threatens the integrity 
and legitimacy of the academic environment.   
Marsh and Roche (2000) report that students are more apt to give lower ratings to 
easier courses than the more difficult courses.  They also found that there is little 
correlation between expected grades and ratings on student evaluations.  They also found 
that students do consider themselves as paying customers of educational institutions.   
As some have suggested, perhaps it is a matter of semantics.  Historically black 
colleges and universities might continue to refer to their students as “students” or call 
them “student-customers” but the central issue is how they treat their students.  
Regardless of what HBCUs call their students, the obvious result of this shift in thinking 
should culminate in providing their students with greater dignity and respect, providing 




run-around, and providing students with answers in a timely manner.  Silence in a 
customer service situation is a dehumanizing dismissive negative force (Boyd, 2012; 
Raisman, 2002; Schee, 2011).   
Within HBCUs, the student-university relationship is complex and multifaceted.  
Students have to be recognized and validated.  Isolation and lack of human response 
diminishes the identity and value of the students.  The right of HBCUs to existence is 
predicated on creating value for those the institutions serve—their students.  In marketing 
research, customers are considered to be active participants in the production and 
delivery of services.   In the same instance, students at HBCUs have a collaborative and 
co-production role in their academic maturation (Egan, 2014; Mark, 2013a; Mark, 2013b; 
Lengnick-Hall, 1996; Raisman, 2002; Sams, 2010).   
The history of HBCUs is rooted in risk-taking, resistance, and social change so 
the thought of referring to students as customers should not compromise their missions or 
evoke any type of fear or concern.  To embrace this new way of thinking is to challenge 
and to chastise organizational complacency and to create and to cultivate systemic 
change.  Traditionally, HBCU excellence has been magnified when it abandons the status 
quo and assumes the ideological posture of nonconformity.  It is through nonconformity 
and courage that HBCUs have been able to survive and to thrive (Cantey, Bland, Mack, 
& Joy-Davis, 2013).   
Historically black colleges and universities have always had to think 
progressively and strategically in order to advance their educational and institutional 
agendas.  Now is not the time for them to downplay their collective histories in the name 




has been and will always be their loyal and determined students.  These students or 
student-customers deserve an exceptional customer service experience.  The students will 
actively engage and participate in the co-creation of value process if they are treated with 
dignity and respect during their interactions with the university faculty and staff (Lusch 
& Nambisan, 2015; West, 1999).   
Having strong origins in economics and marketing, service-dominant logic and 
the co-creation of value have been applied to customer service.  Service-dominant logic 
has emerged as a way of shifting focus from creating and distributing outputs to co-
creating value with customers through service.  This application of customer service in 
the student-university relationship is a deviation from previous linear interpretations of 
customer service where value creation was the sole responsibility of the organization or 
of the business (Bettencourt, Lusch, & Vargo, 2014).   
Service-dominant logic is service provision where the opportunity for co-creation 
of value is given for the benefit of others.  To provide services means to facilitate others 
on becoming better off.  Co-creation of value is a relational process that focuses an 
organization or a business on the customer around mutually shared outcomes.  In service-
dominant logic, service provisions by HBCUs to their students should result in a student 
being better off.  The outcome of an interaction with the financial aid, student accounts or 
housing offices should leave a student feeling valued and better off.  The outcome of an 
interaction with the registrar’s office or with a professor should result in a student feeling 
valued and better off.  The students should be given an opportunity to contribute to and to 
influence the outcome of a situation whether they agree with the final outcome or not 




In service-dominant logic, the customer and the organization or business are both 
resource integrators.  Service-dominant logic posits that value is always co-created and 
shared between the customer and an organization or a business.  The customer is an 
endogenous entity in the process of value creation.  Co-creation is predicated on the 
complex and multifaceted interactions that a customer has with an organization or with a 
business.  Students at HBCUs bring a variety of issues to integrate into their many 
experiences of doing business with the university.  Some of their interactions are 
complex, multi-layered, and lengthy which makes their co-creation of value process 
essential to their academic growth and development (Chen, Drennan, & Andrews, 2012; 
Lusch, Vargo, & O’Brien, 2007).   
Service-dominant logic is absolute in that service must be experienced by the 
customer.  Co-creation of value must also be present.  It does not require transactions but 
may include resources that go beyond goods and money.  Co-creation of value can 
include non-transactional engagement.  This interpretation certainly provides a functional 
and relevant application to the student-university relationship.  Students who attend 
HBCUs are constantly engaging with university faculty and staff on many levels.  They 
seek assistance with assignments, counseling services, technical support, and other 
crucial services to enhance their academic success and development.  It is also important 
that students are provided with a platform for the co-creation of value while soliciting 
services from the university faculty and staff (Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014; Lusch & 
Nambisan, 2015; Michael, Brown, & Gallan, 2008).   
The application of service-dominant logic removes the focus from the product or 




the customer and it offers co-creation of value as a way of meeting and exceeding the 
customer’s expectations.  This reorientation challenges the notion that value is created at 
the point where exchange occurs between the buyer and the seller.  Service-dominant 
logic mitigates this outdated business model and suggests that co-creation of value is a 
function of service and interaction.  Value is not derived from the consumption of goods 
and services but it is embedded in the experiences created through engagement and 
involvement (Chen, Drennan, & Andrews, 2012; Prahalad, 2004; Ramaswamy, 2011).   
The practice of service-dominant logic at HBCUs could transform the 
organizational culture of these tertiary level institutions.  The values created and shaped 
by students are predicated on their interactions, exchanges, conversations, and 
experiences with the university faculty and staff.  It is vital that the students have positive 
experiences with university faculty and staff so that the values they create can reflect a 
positive and satisfied tone.  Students must be given respect, listened to, given accurate 
information, and addressed in a professional and courteous manner.  Anything else 
constitutes an organizational and institutional regression to outdated and archaic customer 
service and business models (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015; McCaskill, 2011).   
The emergence of value and service provision involves experience-sharing for the 
direct benefit of others.  Service-dominant logic argues for the possibility that roles and 
processes should be created or redefined to ensure that the customer’s value is created 
and that systems are changed to support the customer’s ability to weave seamlessly in and 
out of the organization.  In addition, it observes the relational loop of value creation 
because it is not time-sensitive nor is it subject to a one-time encounter.  Students do not 




be a mission for all members of the college.  It must be a culture of good customer 
service.  Service-dominant logic is customer-centered and it permeates itself before, 
during, and after an interaction, exchange, or an experience (Chen, Drennan, & Andrews, 
2012).   
Service-dominant logic speaks to the customer service journey of students who 
attend HBCUs.  It recognizes the need of these institutions to halt, streamline, redefine, 
create, or to change some of their workflows in order to maximize the student’s ability to 
co-create value.  When students are sent from office to office in search of solutions to 
their challenges, required to conduct in-person only business, given erroneous or 
contradictory information regarding policies and procedures, and not given timely 
responses by phone or e-mail—these practices make for a very troubling and frustrating 
customer service journey.  The student’s ability to weave in and out of the HBCU system 
is severely impaired and co-creation of value is compromised.  In addition, service-
dominant logic reminds HBCUs that their commitment to serve their students extends 
well beyond their immediate and direct interaction with the student.  Service is still 
involved as students are waiting for paperwork to be processed, waiting for procedures to 
be completed, and waiting for action to be taken on issues around student business (Chen, 
Drennan, & Andrews, 2012; Harms, 2013;  Karpen, Bove, & Lukas, 2012; McCaskill, 
2011).   
Although service-dominant logic is well-documented in economics, marketing, 
and in the application of customer service, it has its critics.  Service-dominant logic 
emphasizes co-creation of value which is a process that includes actions by the customer 




(Lusch & Nambisan, 2015).  Grӧnroos and Voima (2013) argue that customers can be the 
sole creators of value.  They posit that experience-centric view of co-creation creates new 
and exciting opportunities.  Ramaswamy (2011) offers a critical and a discriminating 
insight into value creation by arguing that it is not a function of service but rather it is a 
function of interaction and experience only.   
Grӧnroos and Voima (2013) offer an antithetical premise to the very foundation 
of customer service.  Their position that the customer can create value for themselves is 
to neglect and abandon the customer in the service exchange and experience.  Creation of 
value is a bi-directional process where the customer and an organization or business 
participates in mutually shared outcomes.  The belief that the customer can create value 
for themselves exempts an organization or a business from the responsibility of 
cultivating and creating value (Grӧnroos & Voima, 2013; Hilton & Hughes, 2013).   
Perhaps, the most criminal aspect of their analysis is the application to the 
student-university relationship.  Expecting creation of value solely by the student leads to 
feelings of frustration, anger, disappointment, hopelessness, loneliness, and a profound 
sense of helplessness and it also returns the student to the academy’s status quo of 
traditional indifference.   This argument for solo creation of value has the ability to 
adversely alter the trajectory of a student’s life.  It is very difficult for students who 
attend HBCUs to solely create value when they are met with poor customer service.  This 
alternate perspective cultivates the marginalization of students and it mitigates the 
theoretical framework of service-dominant logic (Grӧnroos & Voima, 2013; McCaskill, 




Ramaswamy (2011) refutes service-dominant logic and argues that value creation 
is a function of experience and not a function of service.  This narrow perspective fails to 
acknowledge that service is intrinsically apart of interaction and experience.  In service-
dominant logic, service is the application of operant resources (knowledge and skills) and 
it is the foundational basis for all exchange.  This view of service is the epitome of value 
creation because it validates the competency, knowledge, and skills of an organization or 
a business.  This service-dominant logic perspective provides greater insight into the 
student-university relationship.  Co-creation of value as a function of service challenges 
HBCUs to become masters and experts of their own policies, procedures, and processes.  
This “service” which refers to the knowledge and skills of an organization or a business 
provides students with a sense of security with knowing that they are being given 
accurate information to facilitate their matriculation (Lusch, Vargo, & O’Brien, 2007; 
Ramaswamy, 2011).   
There has been some reluctance to accept the service-dominant logic and the co-
creation of value perspectives among those in the academy.  This institutional and 
ideological constipation has hindered the operations and growth of many HBCUs.  Until 
now, the student-university relationship at HBCUs have existed in an elitist vacuum 
where power has been highly centralized and concentrated on the side of the university.  
In service-dominant logic, co-creation of value fosters a fallacious perception of power 
within the HBCU diaspora because power is redistributed, reallocated, and diffused.  This 
pluralistic view of power somehow threatens the university’s sense of organizational and 




 Service-dominant logic and the co-creation of value provides a contextual 
framework for the application of customer service at HBCUs.  This framework becomes 
an agent of change as it seeks to develop a new organizational and cultural norm for 
HBCUs.  Students are humanized when met with dignity and respect and when they are 
allowed to co-create value.  HBCUs will need to engage in serious systemic 
interrogations regarding their pedagogical approaches to customer service.  When 
service-dominant logic is adopted, internalized, and implemented at HBCUs, new criteria 
for customer service and for student satisfaction will emerge (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015; 
McCaskill, 2011).    
 
Student Satisfaction
The American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI) is a national economic 
indicator of customer evaluations of the quality of products and services.  The American 
Customer Satisfaction Index uses data from interviews with seventy thousand customers 
to analyze customer satisfaction with over three hundred companies representing forty-
three industries (American Customer Satisfaction Index, 2015; Raisman, 2002).   
According to the American Customer Satisfaction Index’s 2015 quarterly report, 
customer satisfaction with goods and services purchased and consumed in the United 
States, declined to its nadir since 2006.  Lower customer satisfaction marks diminished 
consumer spending.  Companies, organizations, and institutions with higher levels of 
customer satisfaction tended to have higher earnings than those with lower customer 
satisfaction scores.  Strengthening customer satisfaction is a vital force in stimulating 




Like customer satisfaction in other industries, student satisfaction is also an 
important force in the vitality of institutions of higher learning.   For purposes of this 
study, The Relationship between Customer Service and Student Satisfaction at a 
Historically Black College and University (HBCU), student satisfaction will be measured 
by student engagement, student recruitment, and student retention.  Student satisfaction 
must become the focus of HBCUs.  Their administrations must be concerned about 
student satisfaction and how it impacts enrollment and support for higher education.  A 
positive reception and consistent indications of appreciation are very important toward 
achieving student satisfaction (Raisman, 2002).   
Student satisfaction occurs when perceived performance meets or exceeds the 
student’s expectations.  These expectations may be related to a student’s own realities 
and desires for service delivery.  Specifications give students more control over the 
service delivery process and give them greater ownership over outcomes with their own 
satisfaction.  The HBCU experience is enhanced when students are satisfied with their 
customer service and matriculation journey.  Satisfied students might say positive and 
negative things to others about their university while dissatisfied students might say 
mostly negative things to others about their university (Elliott & Shin, 2002; Mark, 
2013b; Munteanu, Ceobanu, Bobalca, & Anton, 2010; Raisman, 2002; Swan, Bowers, & 
Grover, 2002; Szymansk & Henard, 2001; Tschohl, 1991). 
Chen, Ingram, and Davis (2014) found that a supportive campus environment had 
a strong positive correlation with student satisfaction at HBCUs.  In addition, level of 




Their study affirmed that student satisfaction was mostly related to student’s 
relationships with other campus officials including other students, faculty, and 
administrators.  The results of this study illustrated that a diverse and supportive campus 
environment that provided academic and social supports was the important factor in 
promoting student satisfaction at HBCUs.    
Elliott (2002) found that the key determinants of student satisfaction included a 
student’s feelings of belonging and receiving a quality education.  The results revealed 
that university staff needed to demonstrate a sincere concern for students through 
respectful and courteous attitudes and policies.  In addition, students expected a quality 
education in their specific major and wanted to expand their general knowledge and 
understanding beyond elementary concepts.   
Although Elliott’s (2002) study did not focus specifically on student satisfaction 
at HBCUs, his findings were consistent with similar studies where students recognized 
the need to be treated with dignity, respect, and professionalism.  These type of results 
certainly reflect a need for greater emphasis to be placed on customer service and student 
satisfaction at the higher education level.   
In his study, Grossman (1999) found a positive relationship between trust and 
commitment and customer satisfaction.  He found that when customers trusted businesses 
or organizations, they reported higher levels of satisfaction.  By the same token, students 
who trust their HBCU will also exhibit a higher level of satisfaction.  Trust implies a 
promise to students that the university will interact with them in an honest, professional, 
and fair manner.  Students at HBCUs trust their professors to be competent proctors of 




university officials to be good stewards of their paid tuition dollars, and they certainly 
trust the university’s ancillary support staff to process paperwork and to transact their 
business in a timely and ethical manner (Grossman, 1999).   
Commitment is the feeling of being connected to a business or to an organization.  
When customers are committed to a business, that commitment is illustrated through high 
satisfaction marks.  Students who exemplify a commitment to their HBCU will be more 
satisfied than those students who are not committed to their university.  Commitment to 
the university implies that the student is connected and that their loyalty is unwavering 
and non-negotiable (Grossman, 1999).   
The 2014 National Student Satisfaction and Priorities Report allows for campuses 
to identify areas of strengths and opportunities for growth in areas of student satisfaction.  
The results of this report found that students did not think that college was a worthwhile 
investment.  Students also expressed a significant amount of dissatisfaction with the 
financial aid processes and with faculty exchanges.  The study also found that students 
were not satisfied with their college’s registration process.  These were all customer 
service related issues and directly affected the satisfaction of students (Noel-Levitz, 
2014).  
Oluseye, Tairat, and Emmanuel (2014) found that universities should adopt 
effective customer service relationship management strategies to achieve student 
satisfaction.  They also found that universities should provide services at a level that 
exceeds student’s expectations through effective communication and professional 




In her study, Stukalina (2014) found that there are a number of predictors or 
determinants that contribute to student satisfaction.  The main predictors of student 
satisfaction was an integrated educational environment which included: the instructional 
environment, the psychological environment, the physical and technological 
environment, and the executive environment.  
These two studies are proof of the paramount significance of student satisfaction 
in higher education.  HBCUs must become prepared to implement sound customer 
service programs to improve student satisfaction.  The integrated educational 
environments of HBCUs cannot continue to be or become sites of frustration for their 
students.  The classroom, the academic advisement office, the registrar’s office, student 
accounts, financial aid, and housing offices must provide a seamless customer journey for 
the students in order to maximize their educational experiences and to improve student 
satisfaction scores (Chen, Drennan, & Andrews, 2012; Stukalina, 2014).   
This notion that student satisfaction should be a goal of higher education is 
certainly not without controversy.  According to Franz (1998), student satisfaction and 
referring to students as customers mitigates the higher education process.  He postulates 
that under this framework, the curriculum is compromised, classes become popularity 
contests, exams are rescheduled, and there is a commercialization of education that 
permeates throughout the university.   
He further argues that attempting to keep students satisfied equates to keeping 
them happy by giving them what they want.  He rebukes the student-customer model by 




by reminding the academy that it is not their responsibility to delight its students (Franz, 
1998).   
Bay and Daniel (2001) engender a much more bodacious and condescending tone 
of opposition to student satisfaction and to the student-customer model. They suggest that 
students are not capable of knowing their own needs and wants, and thus, cannot possibly 
know what satisfies them.  The authors further suggest that being concerned with student 
satisfaction might have long-term detrimental outcomes for the student and for the 
university.   
Bay and Daniel (2001) argue that institutions of higher learning are not merely 
concerned with profit like other enterprises.  They suggest that higher education has other 
missions and that their overall goal is not to make money.  In addition, students pay for 
their education in the form of tuition while other portions of it might be subsidized by tax 
dollars, donors, and others.  Students are getting their education at well below the cost 
and they lack the foresight and frame of reference to assess value by relating price to 
perceived quality.   
When there is a discussion about student satisfaction and the student-customer 
model, the conversation becomes sensationalized by the opposition.  The idea that being 
concerned with student satisfaction and the student customer model will lead to the 
mitigation of the curriculum and to a class clown-like atmosphere is an attempt to change 
the direction of the conversation.  Simply put, it is a distraction.  Being concerned with 
student satisfaction does not negate the historically black colleges and universities’ 
curriculum or their standards.  Students must actively participate in their own educational 




and turning in homework assignments, and fulfilling other class requirements in order to 
earn their grades (Mark, 2013b).   
Capitulation, pandering to students, and having no standards are not the pre-
conditions for student satisfaction but treating students with respect, dignity, and in a 
professional manner are behaviors that will cultivate an atmosphere where students are 
satisfied.  A professor can certainly administer an earned “D” to a student in a 
professional, respectful, and courteous manner.  Although the student may not be happy 
with the grade, the student will have to concede that the professor and the learning 
environment was professional, engaging, helpful, and fair.  It is quite possible to be 
dissatisfied with an outcome but be satisfied with the process or the journey.  Student 
satisfaction has little to do with the outcome and everything to do with the process (Mark, 
2013a; Raisman, 2014).  
In addition, the voices of dissention regarding student satisfaction and the student-
customer model are usually the loudest when they are relating these ideas to the 
university’s curriculum or to the classroom experience.  These scholars interpret student 
satisfaction and the student-customer model as doom and gloom for the university’s 
educational standards.  They warn others against an inevitable academic apocalypse that 
will ensue if institutions of higher learning become concerned with student satisfaction 
and the student-customer model (Mark, 2013a).   
Sadly, this criticism is always confined to the curriculum and to the educational 
standards of the university as if to suggest that student satisfaction can only be measured 
at the classroom and instructional level.  Students at HBCUs interact with many campus 




accounts, housing and financial aid offices and their satisfaction is equally important in 
those interactions.  Being concerned with student satisfaction does not mean that the 
registrar’s office will give students all the classes they want or the perfect schedule that 
they desire.  In addition, being concerned with student satisfaction does not mean that 
student accounts will allow every student to enroll at no cost.  The housing office will not 
allow students to live in any dormitory or to break the housing rules and regulations.  
Being concerned with student satisfaction does not mean that students will get financial 
aid without completing the correct forms, without meeting certain financial eligibility 
requirements, or without submitting the paperwork by the stated deadlines (Mark 2013b; 
Raisman, 2014; Raisman, 2002). 
Just because HBCUs are concerned with the satisfaction of their students, students 
are not left to their own id-controlled desires.  They still must adhere to standards, 
procedures, rules, and policies.  Students are co-creators of value in their educational 
experience, not solo inactive passive consumers (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015; Mark, 2013b; 
Raisman, 2014).   
These same students are regular customers outside the university campus.  
Students visit grocery and department stores, banks, and restaurants. In fact, some of 
these same businesses are on college campuses.  These industries, businesses, and 
organizations are certainly concerned with customer satisfaction and these customers who 
are also students are not allowed to do whatever they want when they enter these 
establishments.  As customers, they are not allowed to abscond with groceries or open the 
food in the store and have a picnic on aisle nine.  In addition, the customer who is also a 




the customer go behind the counter to prepare their own meal.  Just as customer 
satisfaction does not lead to pandering to customers and the fulfillment of the customer’s 
every desire, neither does the focus on student satisfaction lead to such counterproductive 
outcomes for students who attend HBCUs (Mark, 2013b; Raisman, 2014; Raisman, 
2002).   
Polemics who disagree with the focus and attention on student satisfaction further 
advance their faulty logic by suggesting that students are not aware of what satisfies 
them.  This arrogant, narrow, and narcissistic stance only nourishes the “sage-on-the-
stage” (King, 1993, p. 30) elitist mentality that fuels the mistreatment of students.  Of 
course, students know how they want to be treated and they know how a bad interaction 
with a campus official makes them feel.  Students are able to distinguish what 
experiences or interactions satisfies and dissatisfies them (King, 1993).   
Other industries would never insult an entire demographic of people, especially 
those who they depend on for their very livelihood and existence.  Businesses and 
organizations are very concerned with customer satisfaction and would never publicly 
claim to know more about what satisfies the customer more than the customer.   This 
acquiescence by the business or an organization does not create a pandering or 
capitulation to customers.  It recognizes that customers want to be treated right and it 
acknowledges that customers play a vital role in creating some of their own satisfaction 
in the exchange, the interaction, and in the experience (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015; Lusch, 
Vargo, & O’Brien; Mark, 2013b). 
Additionally, critics imply that institutions of higher learning are not preoccupied 




altruistic aims and that profit is not a top priority of the academy.  They use this premise 
to justify their position that student satisfaction should not be a measurement of the 
educational quality at a university.  The idea that student satisfaction should be 
marginalized because universities are not concerned with finances, again, speaks to the 
opposition’s lack of insight and analysis (Bay & Danie1, 2001).   
Any university or campus official at an HBCU will confess that while making 
large profits is not the direct mission of higher education, the university must be 
concerned with the financial stability of the institution.  In order to become or to remain 
competitive and to provide a quality education, HBCUs will have to be good stewards of 
their revenue dollars.  This translates into universities having to be concerned with 
student satisfaction.  If not, students at HBCUs will become less engaged, they will not 
recruit others to their school, and they will transfer their matriculation to another 
university (Johnson, 2013; McCaskill, 2011; Raisman, 2014; Raisman, 2002).  
 Student satisfaction is a complex phenomenon.  It is shaped by repeated 
experiences with campus life.  The measurement of student satisfaction can be 
challenging because of the dynamic nature of higher education, specifically, HBCUs.  
This emphasis on student satisfaction is important because it has a positive impact on 
student engagement, motivation, retention, recruiting efforts, and finances.  Focusing on 
student satisfaction allows HBCUs to continuously monitor how effectively they are 








Engagement means to come together and to interlock.  It implies “doing with.”  
Student engagement requires that institutions of higher learning provide an atmosphere 
where it can flourish and become the culture of the institution.  Student engagement must 
be given a transparent platform from those higher education institutions who are serious, 
concerned, and committed to student satisfaction (Ferlazzo, 2011).   
Student engagement encapsulates two dimensions of quality in higher education.  
First, the amount of time, energy, and effort students put in their academics, educational, 
and social pursuits.  Second, how the tertiary institutions deploy their resources and 
organize the curriculum and other learning opportunities to get students to participate in 
activities (Kuh, 2001; Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009).   
Because engagement is so complex and idiosyncratic, some researchers have 
studied this phenomenon as a trilogy.  Engagement can be analyzed from three 
perspectives: behavioral, emotional, and cognitive.  These three perspectives are an 
attempt to disentangle the many facets of student engagement.  Analyzing student 
engagement from a psycho-social process and understanding that it is influenced by 
institutional and personal factors brings greater insight into the three dimensions of 
student engagement (Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Kahu, 2013; Lester, 2013).   
Behavioral engagement consists of student’s involvement in academic and social 
affairs.  Behavioral engagement calls for students to follow the campus rules, learn, 
participate in class, and to become involved in extracurricular activities.  Emotional 
engagement encompasses student’s attitudes, interests, and values associated with 




platform for the student’s motivation, willingness, and desires to actualize into effort and 
energy around academic and educational achievement (Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 
2004; Kahu, 2013; Lester, 2013).   
Student engagement is activated when students make physical, psychological, and 
emotional investments in their learning.  Students are engaged when they are involved in 
their work and take obvious delight in accomplishing their work.  The evidence of 
student engagement is present when students are willing to fully and actively participate 
in all facets of their educational process.  This includes studying, attending and 
participating in classes and academic advisement, interacting with other students, 
attending extracurricular activities and also conducting business with support staff (Kuh, 
Cruce, & Shoup, 2008).   
Student engagement is considered an indication of student satisfaction.  Students 
at historically black colleges and universities seek engagement in educational 
environments that are conducive to their educational pursuits.  In their study, Chen, 
Ingram, and Davis (2014) found that, of the five student engagement measures developed 
by the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), only a supportive campus 
environment had a strong positive correlation with students attending HBCUs.   
These findings were also reflected and supported by the results of the 2014 NSSE.  
The National Survey of Student Engagement found that institutions of higher education 
with more student engagement had a greater commitment to student success and much of 
the responsibility for that success was placed on the institutions and their staff.  Student 
success was built on a student-centered campus culture.  The National Survey of Student 




characteristics assure a high quality educational experience.  The defining difference, as 
the results of the study suggest, were the distinctive institutional cultures that focused 
committed attention and energy on maximizing the conditions for student success 
(National Survey of Student Engagement, 2014).   
The National Survey of Student Engagement’s findings provide credibility to the 
synergistic nature and application of the co-creation of value in the student university 
relationship.  The findings support the co-creation of value by suggesting that the student 
and the university are both culpable for student satisfaction, student engagement, and 
student success.  Co-creation of value in the student engagement process is further 
legitimized by two defining dimensions of student engagement: amount of time and 
energy students put into their own academic endeavors and the resources provided by a 
university to encourage student engagement (Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014; Kuh, 2001; 
Lusch & Nambisan, 2015; National Survey of Student Engagement, 2014; Wolf-Wendel, 
Ward, & Kinzie, 2009).   
In their groundbreaking research, Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt (2010) studied 
student engagement and student satisfaction at twenty institutions of higher learning.  
They found that these institutions had higher student engagement and satisfaction scores 
because the institutions created an indoctrination of student success for students as they 
entered as freshman.  The twenty institutions were committed to creating a meaningful 
learning experience centered on student engagement and creating opportunities for 
engagement was fundamental. Student engagement at these twenty institutions was 




The 20 universities in the study understood that creating an atmosphere for 
student engagement went beyond the five-day freshman orientation week.  It was a slow, 
gradual, persistent, and relentless indoctrination that was internalized by the entire 
university community. It was an unshakeable consistent commitment which had the 
unconditional buy-in from university officials at every level—from the president to the 
work-study students (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt 2010).  
The authors of the study describe the institution’s tenacious commitment to 
student engagement and satisfaction as a “positive restlessness” (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & 
Whitt, 2010, p. 146) because the universities studied were consumed with making student 
engagement and satisfaction a consistent top priority.  In essence, these institutions would 
not and could not “rest” until the missions of student engagement and student satisfaction 
were addressed.  The institutions studied were always thinking of ways to improve the 
campus culture in efforts to increase student engagement and satisfaction (Kuh, Kinzie, 
Schuh, & Whitt, 2010).   
This anthropomorphic analogy of a college or university being unable to “rest” 
around issues of student engagement and satisfaction suggests an unapologetic sense of 
institutional urgency and a “do-whatever-it-takes” mentality to create a student and 
service centered campus culture.  The psychology and ethos of these colleges and 
universities speak to their courage, imagination, and also to their deliberate and willful 
action to transform their educational institutions into places where students are highly 
engaged and very satisfied (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh & Whitt, 2010).  
Although none of the colleges in the study were HBCUs, the institutional slumber 




restlessness resurrected by low enrollments, shrinking budgets, low student satisfaction 
and engagement scores, and a dismal customer service record.  While the research does 
not specifically indicate that student engagement is predicated on customer service, the 
research does suggests that it is predicated on a supportive campus culture and 
environment, which are customer service-related issues.  If students at HBCUs feel like 
they are in a non-supportive environment, their level of engagement and their level of 
satisfaction will decrease.  A non-supportive campus culture is demonstrated by 
dismissive instructors, unfriendly peers, and rude and unprofessional ancillary support 
staff (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2010; McCaskill, 2011; NSSE, 2014).   
When students at HBCUs are met with condescending professors, rude and 
incompetent ancillary staff, and their campus business is held hostage by ineffective 
workflows along with more lazy and uncaring staff, students become disillusioned, 
disaffected, dissatisfied, and disengaged.  These feelings are coupled with a profound 
sense of frustration, resentment, and anger.   In addition, there is an overwhelming 
sentiment of helplessness which results in students retreating to their dormitories or to 
their homes to avoid the unpleasant interactions with university officials.  This condition 
of isolation and loneliness hinders all dimensions of student engagement (McCaskill, 
2011; Raisman, 2010).   
 Although this narrative vilifies some of the modern day practices of the HBCU 
culture, it cannot and should not overshadow the role of engagement in the dynamic and 
fluid history of HBCUs.  They have had a very strong history of engagement.  The 
history, heritage, and legacy of these institutions of excellence emanated out of micro and 




indignation.  Much of their student’s engagement transcended beyond the brick and 
mortar of the educational ebony towers.  Whether students were engaging in acts of civil 
disobedience on the campus or protesting a social injustice off the campus, their levels of 
engagement were highly visible, deliberate, methodical, contagious, and were considered 
a source for individual agency and institutional autonomy (Albritton, 2012; Cantey, 




According to the 2014 American Express Global Customer Service Barometer, 
Americans are placing greater value on customer service.  Seventy percent are willing to 
spend an average of 13% more with companies that they believe provide excellent 
customer service.  Sixty percent of Americans believe businesses have not made 
customer service a serious priority.  The American Express (2014) Global Customer 
Service Barometer further found that American customers are willing to spend more with 
companies that provide outstanding customer service, and they will tell twice as many 
people about bad customer service than good customer service (American Express, 
2014).   
Customer service is an investment that can increase business growth.  Consumers 
will tell others about their positive and negative customer service exchanges and 
experiences.  Americans say that they tell an average of nine people about a positive 
customer service experience and about eighteen people about a negative customer service 




others because poor customer service leaves the consumer fueled with a plethora of 
justified emotions.  When consumers are satisfied or dissatisfied, they will share their 
experiences with others (Retail Customer Experience, 2011).   
Student satisfaction is an integral part of the higher educational climate.  When 
students are satisfied with the customer service at their school, they say positive things 
about their college or university and will recruit others to attend.  Student recruitment is 
an activity designed to encourage potential students to enroll into a particular college or 
university (Elliott & Shin, 2002; Fahy, Hurley, Hooley, & Deluca, 2009).   
As previously stated, the 2014 American Express Global Customer Service 
Barometer found that 60% of Americans believe that most industries have not made 
customer service a top priority (American Express, 2014).  Historically black colleges 
and universities are a reflection of the larger society and they too have not made customer 
service an organizational or operational focus.  This lack of institutional insight has led to 
a very challenging recruiting environment where dissatisfied students are consistently 
exposed to poor customer service.  These students at HBCUs share their marginal to poor 
customer service experiences with potential students.  These potential students began to 
frame and shape their expectations of HBCUs around the negative stories shared by the 
dissatisfied students.  These stories of poor customer service at HBCUs are told over and 
over and becomes the automatic expectation and reality of existing and prospective 
students.  In addition, this poor customer service record becomes the reputation of many 
HBCUs (McCaskill, 2011; Raisman, 2002). 
Historically black colleges and universities will have to start viewing higher 




to their students.  Enrollment or sales are made based on the college’s brand and creating 
a connection with customer service.  Customer service has to become an important 
concept in the historically black college and university’s strategy for attracting, 
recruiting, and retaining students.  They will also have to assume a competitive posture in 
order to attract, recruit, and to retain the best students (Danjuma & Rasli, 2012; Raisman, 
2010).   
Student recruitment and student satisfaction are operational necessities at HBCUs.  
As competition intensifies, these universities must provide customer service that can meet 
or even exceed the expectations of students.  Satisfied students will attract the attention of 
potential students by fostering an enthusiastic, positive, and candid discussion about the 
greatness of their university.  These satisfied students will become good sources of the 
competitive advantage and they will be able to effectively articulate the assets of the 
university (Danjuma & Rasli, 2012).   
Some HBCUs utilize many techniques and strategies around recruiting efforts.  
They use websites, brochures, letters, campus tours, and phone calls but the use of current 
satisfied students somehow brings a level of authenticity, legitimacy, and credibility to 
the student recruitment process.  Although HBCUs can create websites, brochures, and 
letters to present a certain image of their schools, the exchange between a current 
satisfied student and a potential student provides a much more enriching experience for 
the current and the prospective student (Raisman, 2014).   
It is essential that HBCUs create an atmosphere for student recruitment through 
customer service and student satisfaction.  Students who experience positive customer 




aspects of campus life to potential students.  These satisfied students will inform potential 
students about the great classroom instruction, the caring staff, and the student-centered 
efficient workflows carried out by the dedicated and competent staff of the registrar’s, 
student accounts, housing, and financial aid offices (Raisman, 2014; Raisman, 2002).   
Students at HBCUs who experience positive service encounters over an extended 
amount of time will exhibit a greater sense of satisfaction with their school.  They will 
recruit automatically and will provide free marketing information to student prospects on 
behalf of the university.  On the contrary, if they are dissatisfied, and have to remain at 
the school, they can sabotage future enrollments by speaking against the school.  A 
dissatisfied student becomes a liability to their institution (Danjuma & Rasli, 2012).   
When HBCUs engage in poor customer service delivery, service recovery is 
essential especially when it comes to students recruiting potential students.  If the cause 
for a student’s dissatisfaction is dismissed, silenced, or mitigated without any attempt to 
remedy the issue that caused the dissatisfaction, the student might become resentful and 
voice their discontent and outrage by using a potential student as a sounding board.  The 
potential student becomes burdened down by the frustrations of the dissatisfied student 
because the student was never given an opportunity to engage or to process the issue that 
caused the dissatisfaction.  After hearing from the dissatisfied student, the potential 
student makes the decision to transfer their interest to another college or university.  
When this occurs, this is detrimental to the financial solvency of HBCUs because they 
lose prospective students which translates into loss of revenue dollars (Raisman, 2010).    
Although making money is not the primary motivation of HBCUs, they do need 




costs.  Student recruitment is very important to the financial health of HBCUs.  Some of 
these institutions may not have recruiting budgets so they have to rely on current students 
to market to prospective students.  This process is sacred to the legacy of HBCUs because 
they are notorious for having generations of families attending based on positive word-of-
mouth experiences.  They have historically relied on word-of-mouth recruiting from 
enthusiastic, attached, devoted, dedicated, and satisfied students and alumni (Brown, 
2013; Raisman, 2010).   
When HBCUs provide good customer service, they can encourage recruiting 
activities that assist potential students with linking up with existing students.  They can 
take advantage of students doing campus visits by introducing them to a group 
representative of the target market and encourage classroom visits to help them better 
evaluate how they would fit in.  It is imperative that students at HBCUs are satisfied with 
their campus and learning environment so that the positivity and satisfaction can transfer 
to their recruiting efforts.  Current students sharing information with potential students is 
a very powerful recruiting and marketing force for HBCUs (Harrison-Walker, 2014).   
It is so very important that HBCUs distribute a genuine concern for their students.  
This concern cannot be time-sensitive nor can it be relegated to Parent Week.  The need 
for HBCUs to exhibit better customer service is an organizational reality that interrogates 
the current customer service culture.  This interrogation should hold HBCUs accountable 
for their customer service records because an enrolled dissatisfied student can possibly 
redirect potential students to other institutions of higher learning (Harrison-Walker, 2014; 




 Establishing relationships with students could provide HBCUs with a competitive 
advantage effected through positive word-of-mouth communications with potential future 
students.  These relationships will have to be built on the fair, dignified, and respectful 
treatment of the students.  Whether they are satisfied or dissatisfied, students at HBCUs 




Student retention may be an indicator of student satisfaction.  In a higher 
education setting, student retention is the normal progression, typical of a stayer or 
retained student that occurs when a student enrolls each semester until graduation.  
Sometimes referred to as persistence, retention occurs when students remain enrolled and 
graduate from a college or a university (Swecker, Fifolt, & Searby, 2013).   
Retention is the process of assisting students with meeting their needs so that they 
will persist in their education.  Retention occurs when students are making satisfactory 
progress toward their educational objectives and it occurs over time (Schreiner & Nelson, 
2013).   
Retention refers to students who remain in school and do not dropout or transfer.  
An institution’s retention rate is the percentage of an entering class that remains in school 
(Nettles, Wagener, Millet, & Killenbeck, 1999).   
The findings of the 2015 National Retention Indicators Benchmark Report 
recognized that the higher the degree offered, the higher rates of retention.  Older 




rates.  Institutions where majority of students attended classes full-time or of traditional 
age and resided on campus had higher retention rates.  The findings of this benchmark 
study also confirmed previous retention studies that suggest that positive campus 
interactions with faculty and staff supports student retention (Ruffalo Noel Levitz, 2015)   
Student retention models are complex because they contain large number of 
variables often set in a causal pattern.  A variable could either affect retention directly or 
it could affect some other variable that has a direct effect on retention (Education 
Encyclopedia, 2015).   
In this study, The Relationship between Customer Service and Student 
Satisfaction at a Historically Black College and University (HBCU), customer service 
directly affects student satisfaction and indirectly affects student retention.  Student 
retention is an attribute of the dependent variable student satisfaction.   
Retention and persistence are very important to the very existence of HBCUs.  
This century will witness the greatest shift in population demographics in the United 
States.  Minority groups are predicted to outnumber white populations by year 2050.  
Minority students will experience professional upward mobility through educational 
attainment (Hilton & Felder, 2014).   
Hill (2006) suggested that enrollment at HBCUs has declined for a multiple of 
reasons.  He recognized the mini-renaissance of HBCUs during the late 1980s and early 
1990s due to Spike Lee’s movie, School Daze, and the hit television sitcom, A Different 
World.  Both depicted life on black college campuses.  Hill further suggested that there 
has been an overall decline of enrollment at HBCUs for the following reasons: expanding 




sensibilities; these institutions do not play a role in African American life; there has been 
an increase in the corporatization of education; cultural conservatism; an over-emphasis 
placed on teaching over research, and an outdated curriculum.   
Retention at HBCUs have also been impacted by the restructuring of two 
programs.  There has been federal reduction in the income ceiling for eligibility to 
receive Pell Grants from $30,000 for a family of four to $27,500.  In addition, there is 
now a full enforcement of all credit criteria for eligibility to receive the Federal Parent 
PLUS Loans.  The latter change prevented many students from remaining at many 
HBCUs all across the country (Baskerville, 2013). 
In their retention study, Hutto and Fenwick (2002) found that students at HBCUs 
expressed a great deal of dissatisfaction with two areas of student success: enrollment 
management and financial assistance.  Students in the study complained that HBCUs did 
not give accurate nor adequate pre-entry information about enrollment procedures or 
financial aid resources.  This study also found that the student’s frustrations were only 
intensified by inaccessible, cold, and indifferent staff.  These poor customer service 
interactions and experiences influenced the student’s conscious and consistent 
commitment to persist.   
There is definitely a consistent theme throughout the retention literature that 
suggests that a student’s decision to stay at a college or university is impacted by how 
they are treated.  Schreiner and Nelson (2013) found that retention is improved when 
there is a welcoming campus climate and a deliberate effort to be attentive and responsive 




university when the actions of faculty, staff, and administrators conveyed a message of 
genuine concern for their welfare.   
Many HBCUs have created an institutionalized uncaring learning environment.  
This customer service quagmire is broken, it lacks resilience, and it is not sustainable.  
HBCUs have become tuition-driven educational landmines where the mistreatment of 
their students have imploded and have defined the campus culture.  In some instances, 
they have become sites for teaching professional skills rather than spaces for learning 
critical inquiry, Socratic questioning, and responsible citizenship.  Without an ethic of 
care and concern at HBCUs, their students will be dissatisfied and at risk for leaving their 
schools (Kerby, Branham, & Mallinger, 2014; McCaskill, 2011; West, 1993). 
Richards and Awokoya (2012) found that the national average retention rate for 
African American students is about 45% and five-year graduation rates vary from 30% to 
70% for HBCUs.  The study found that HBCU lower graduation rates are due to the 
demographic of accepted students.  Students accepted at HBCUs are usually poor 
students who are less academically prepared.  The study also found that if these 
institutions were to enroll the identical demographic of students as non-historically black 
colleges and universities, HBCUs would retain and graduate students at higher rates than 
non-historically black colleges and universities.  
In the report, Top Strategic Issues Facing HBCUs, Now and into the Future, 
retention is a constant challenge for these academies.  The report also cites the reason for 
low retention rates as the selection of students admitted to HBCUs.  These students are 
usually ill-prepared for college academics and come from economically disadvantaged 




It has been the awesome legacy of HBCUs to provide quality education to African 
American students who were denied access to education in other educational 
environments.  White privilege, white supremacy, and cultural hegemony prevented 
African American students from obtaining an education.  The mission of HBCUs 
emanated out of a need to serve.  This mission cannot and should not be forgotten or 
negated.  The demographic of student populations at HBCUs cannot solely be used as an 
excuse for low retention rates.  Student satisfaction at HBCUs has been a great concern 
and retention studies show that students will leave a college if they feel mistreated.  The 
demographic composition of HBCUs comprises of students who deserve to be treated 
with dignity, respect, and in a professional manner.  These institutions of higher learning 
will have to accept some responsibility for their low retention rates and explore viable 
ways to improve customer service and student satisfaction (Johnson, 2013; Paris & 
Gasman, 2006; Richards & Awokoya, 2012).   
Montgomery and Montgomery (2012) found that retention rates of sampled 
HBCUs were lower overall than their predominately white institutional counterparts.  
Findings of the study suggested that the reasons for the low retention rates were 
institutional performance measures, student satisfaction, faculty and staff engagement 
and institutional planning.  The study determined that HBCUs will need to allocate 
additional funding to increase retention and persistence rate at HBCUs.   
The idea of just reallocating funds to improve retention at HBCUs is nothing 
more than a counterfeit solution.  It prevents these institutions from making the small but 
challenging and inexpensive behavioral changes that are needed to occur in order for 




of the responsibility for low retention to themselves.  Part of accepting this responsibility 
is to develop a commitment to customer service and to student satisfaction.  Treating 
students fairly, professionally, and respectfully is inexpensive and these behavioral 
changes and practices will increase the university’s revenue stream (McCaskill, 2011; 
Montgomery & Montgomery, 2012; Raisman, 2008). 
There are additional studies to support that customer service and interaction with 
faculty and staff improves student retention.  In his research, Astin (1993) determined 
that the retention or persistence rate of students is greatly affected by the level of quality 
of their interactions with faculty, staff, and with other students.   
Swecker, Fifolt, and Searby (2013) indicated that advisement increased student 
retention by thirteen percent.  Findings supported higher education student retention 
theories by suggesting that positive student involvement and interactions with campus 
officials and engagement attributed to keeping students enrolled.   
Tinto (1987) found that retention can be highly affected by enhancing student 
interactions with campus personnel.  Factors in students dropping or stopping out 
included academic difficulty, adjustment problems, poor integration with college 
community, and isolation.   
Research revealed that there are two factors in students deciding to remain in 
school which included an extended orientation and advisement and making positive 
connections with college personnel during their first term of enrollment.  Academic 
advising is at the core of retention because it provides the student with the needed 
connection to various campus services.  Retention efforts must focus on all components 




There are many opportunities for colleges to connect with students and to provide 
good customer service.  College career services, housing, financial aid, registrar’s office, 
and student affairs are in a unique position to keep students enrolled and retained.  These 
offices can create a culture of student retention (Nutt, 2003). 
Noel, Levitz, and Saluri (1985) posited that it is the people at HBCUs who come 
face-to-face with students on a regular basis who provide the positive growth experiences 
for students that enable them to identify their goals and talents and learn how to put them 
to use.  The caring attitude of college personnel is viewed as the most potent retention 
force.   
Student attrition in the United States is between 30% and 50%.  Students at 
HBCUs are at risk for non-completion due to feelings of rejection, isolation, and feeling 
disconnected.  Sometimes students at these havens of hope find it difficult to attach to 
their school because they are met with hostile, indifferent, and dismissive faculty and 
staff.  A student’s satisfaction with their campus climate indicates a sense of belonging.  
Findings in the retention literature point to the important role campus culture plays in 
student retention decisions (McCaskill, 2011; O’Keeffe, 2013; Schreiner & Nelson, 
2013).   
The satisfaction of students at HBCUs is largely determined by how they are 
treated.  Satisfaction is an important factor of student attachment.  Attachment attempts to 
describe the long-term interpersonal relationship between people and it depends on a 
person’s ability to develop trust in the relationship.  When students at HBCUs are 
attached, they may want to continue with the student-university relationship resulting in 




oligarchs of the academy who dispense poor customer service, HBCUs will experience 
student churn and students will leave the college or the university (Danjuma & Rasli, 
2012; Knox & van Oest, 2014).   
In his book, The Power of Retention: More Customer Service for Higher 
Education, Raisman’s (2008) discussion is insightful and thought-provoking.  He urges 
colleges and universities to “retain instead of obtain” (p. 16) by asserting that if colleges 
focused on retaining the students and employees recruited, schools would be more 
successful in their operational endeavors.  He states that customer service issues make up 
for 72% of all attrition.  Through improving customer service, a school would increase its 
success and financial situation.  He further adds that the key to improving and increasing 
retention is providing good customer service (Raisman, 2008).   
Raisman (2008) challenges the conventional wisdom of customer service in 
higher education by applying an action and value-oriented view of customer service.  He 
states that customer service in the academy seeks to provide genuine service of teaching 
and training to students and that it includes treating students with enduring value.  
Raisman explains that customer service should be more meaningful and sincere and not 
found in superficial interactions but in the deeper mission of teaching, learning, and in the 
human growth potential.  Students can sense the authenticity of customer service.  The 
whole mindset of HBCUs must be re-evaluated for this to be effective. Customer service 
is geared to the student’s goals, the student’s vocational areas of study, and to the overall 
success of the student.  
Raisman’s (2008) view certainly challenges the patronizing pedagogy of customer 




interaction as seen in service dominant logic and co-creation of value.  His customer 
service analysis empowers the student and elevates the academy.  He proffers an action-
oriented and results-driven view of customer service that enhances the quality of life for 
students at HBCUs (Hilton & Hughes, 2013; Lusch, Vargo, & O’Brien, 2007; Raisman, 
2008).  
Theories of departure have provided explanations for why students leave college.  
Vincent Tinto’s model of student departure has had great influence on student retention 
and persistence.  He asserts that students enter college with family and individual 
attributes as well as with pre-college schooling.  They enter college with certain 
commitments, both staying and completing college.  The students enter an academic 
system characterized by grade performance and intellectual development, which together 
leads to academic integration and they enter a social system where peer group and faculty 
interactions lead to social integration (Tinto, 1987).   
Academic and social integration work together to influence the ongoing goal and 
institutional commitments, which, in turn lead to the decision to remain in or leave 
college.  If a student does not achieve some level of academic or social integration, they 
are going to churn out of the university (Knox & van Oest, 2014; Tinto, 1987).   
Tinto (1987) offers another reason for student departure.  He suggests that the 
failure of students to negotiate the rites of passage will lead to students departing from 
the university.  Students will remain in school if they are able to facilitate their transition 
from home, family, and friends to accepting the values of other students, faculty, and 




Some students at HBCUs experience difficulty with academic and social 
integration.  This process sometimes receives interference and is disrupted by ego-filled 
and narcissistic professors and rude and dismissive support staff.  The student’s ability to 
integrate is hampered by subpar customer service as they go to the housing, academic 
advisement, student accounts, registrar’s, and financial aid offices in an effort to transact 
business.  The failure of the student to integrate academically and socially leads to 
feelings of loneliness, isolation, betrayal, helplessness, and dissatisfaction.  This 
incongruence becomes a predictor of the student’s academic fit, which is related to 
student satisfaction, commitment to the university, and to retention.  When students fail 
to integrate, they become dissatisfied and they will depart from their college or university 
(McCaskill, 2011; Schertzer & Schertzer, 2014; Tinto, 1993; Tinto, 1993).   
 The failure of some students at HBCUs to negotiate the rites of passage from 
home to college life is severely impaired by many of their campus experiences and 
service encounters.  Students leave their homes and families which is a social situation 
characterized by love, a sense of belonging, and security.  They trade in the comfort of 
being loved, a sense of belonging, and security for a cold, indifferent and a detached 
campus environment.  The outcome of this failed negotiation attempt renders the 
vulnerable students academically and socially incapacitated and they decide to exit the 
college or the university (Tinto, 1993). 
 
Theoretical Framework 
This study analyzed the relationship between customer service and student 




equity theory, and nigrescence theory.  The theories served as ongoing conceptual 
frameworks for application, critical inquiry, interrogation, and further understanding.   
Historically black colleges and universities are microcosms of the larger society.  
They are complex systems which are interrelated and interdependent.  As a system, 
HBCUs will have to experience a systemic change in order to improve customer service 
and to increase student satisfaction.   
Heavily influenced by Ludwig van Bertalanffy, systems theory examines 
interactions between systems.  Systems theory views a system as a whole with its 
relationships and interactions with other systems, as a mechanism of growth and change.  
In systems theory, the whole is more than the sum of its parts.  Systems have their own 
norms, values, and culture (Meyer, 1983).   
Systems theory is a way of elaborating increasingly dynamic complex systems 
across a continuum that encompasses the person-in-the-environment.  Systems theory 
provides insight into the components and dynamics of systems in order to interpret 
problems and develop balanced interventions and strategies. The goal is to enhance the 
proper fit between individuals and their environments (Dubrovsky, 2004).   
A system is an organized whole made up of components that interact in a way 
distinct from its interaction with other entities and which endures over some period of 
time.  A system is a set of interdependent parts that together make up the whole and each 
contributes something and receives something from the whole, which, in turn is 
interdependent with the larger environment (Cummings & Worley, 2009; Wang, 2004).   
Each system is a unit of wholeness with a distinct property or structural limitation 




and gives it definition.  Boundaries of social systems are partially defined by norms and 
values (Friedman & Allen, 2011).  
A system interacts dynamically with the larger environment which is a need that 
supports the survival of the system.  Because there is a cause-and-effect relationship 
between the system and the environment, both are constantly changing in sequence of 
this interaction, so that the open nature of the system is one of constant change.  In 
systems theory, change does not always relate to chaos and disorder (Wang, 2004).   
Recognizing that system growth derives from the ability of the system to import 
energy or system inputs from other systems, openness is a critical quality for system 
functioning.  Systems rely on a flow of energy with outputs relying on fresh inputs. Too 
much exporting can lead to a state of disorder referred to as entropy.  When the system is 
importing more than it is exporting, it is termed negative entropy which is a state of 
growth (Anderson, Carter, & Lowe, 1999).   
If a system is working properly, it would achieve a form of dynamic equilibrium 
with the environment and this is a steady state.  The ability of a system to adapt to its 
environment through changes in its structure leads to states of equilibrium and 
homeostasis.  Equilibrium is the sense of being in balance (Friedman & Allen, 2011).  
Adaptation describes the dynamic process in which a given system responds to 
the demands and pressures of external forces and conditions.  Adaptation includes the 
way in which a system is able to bring in resources from its outside environment.  
Adaptation involves reciprocal interactions and exchanges between the system and its 
environment which ultimately results in both being changed.  Adaptation may be directed 




be directed to changing the environment so that physical and social settings will be more 
responsive to human needs, rights, goals, and capacities (Friedman & Allen, 2011). 
When systems determine and prioritize their goals and they mobilize resources in 
a directed action to achieve goals, it demonstrates the function of goal attainment.  
Latency or pattern maintenance describes a system state in which the system is invested 
in maintaining and transmitting its norms and values (Germain, 1991).   
The exchange of information between a system and its environment is regulated 
by a process called feedback, a method of evaluation used to determine whether the 
system’s outputs are consonant with the perceived outcomes that the system has 
established for itself (Wang, 2004).  
Historically black colleges and universities are macro systems that lend 
themselves to systemic sociological inquiry and to critical analysis.  They are systems 
which are dynamic and complex.  Like a system, they have boundaries, they adapt, they 
interact with the larger environment and they do experience change.  The primary 
purpose of these educational systems is to provide a world-class, global, post-secondary 
education to their students (Dubrovsky, 2004; Friedman & Allen, 2011; Gasman, 2011).    
Like other systems, HBCUs are guided by organizational norms, values, customs, 
and culture.  These norms, values, customs, and culture guide the behaviors and practices 
of these institutions.  These norms and customs are manifested in how HBCUs treat their 
students and keep them satisfied.  The decision of HBCUs to improve customer service 
and student satisfaction will have to result in a systemic change which constitutes a 




Culture means consistency and alignment in human behavior that is also 
congruent with a certain way of thinking and living.  Culture is the unwritten rules and 
attitudes that influence the behavior of a group of people.  Creating the right culture is of 
utmost importance in systemic change.  A culture of high performance must be driven by 
a culture of high accountability.  High performance must be consistent, reliable, effective, 
efficient, and it should result in a high quality educational environment (Studer, 2013).   
There must be a deliberate attempt by HBCU systems to create a readiness for 
change around issues of customer service and student satisfaction.  In many instances, 
people and organizations have to experience blues-afflicted struggles before they 
seriously undertake meaningful transformation.  A threat of survival usually serves as a 
catalyst for personal, organizational, and systemic change (Cummings & Worley, 2009; 
West, 1993).   
Collectively, HBCUs have experienced some legislative, financial, and capacity 
struggles which have threatened their existence.  HBCU acceptance of change around 
issues of customer service and student satisfaction must be predicated on a unified call to 
action that results in a collective cognitive imperative.  This collective cognitive 
imperative is the overwhelming power of a group of people thinking in the same 
direction.  It is not unity in the traditional sense but rather it is a full intellectual and 
systemic commitment to a vision (Asante, 1991; Johnson 2013). 
Historically black colleges and universities who are concerned with improving 
customer service and student satisfaction must build a culture around service and possess 
a commitment to excellence.  Jazwiec (2009) states that focusing on customer service 




Jazwiec provides greater insight into the customer focus conversation by suggesting that 
providing customer service to students leads to greater satisfaction for employees at 
HBCUs and they realize how they make a difference in the lives of students.  Their own 
work begins to have more value, meaning, and purpose when they deliver indelible 
service to students with care, respect, and dignity.   
As HBCUs begin to engage in systemic change, there will be resistance and 
discomfort to the execution of a new customer service strategy.  Discomfort is a barrier to 
execution and change and it disturbs the equilibrium of any organization.  Strategy is a 
long-term plan for achieving an objective while tactics are the science of arranging and 
managing the details of human behavior (Asante, 1991; Friedman & Allen, 2011; Studer, 
2013).  
In this type of systemic change, it is imperative that the leader uses strategy to 
communicate the challenges of change to the organization.  When cultivating a culture of 
change around issues of customer service and student satisfaction, HBCUs must have 
evidence-based leadership.  This type of leadership provides structure for hardwiring 
behaviors and it aligns the culture with an accountability mindset (Albritton, 2012; 
Studer, 2013).   
Often, change occurs very slowly inside of the academy.  The leadership and 
boards at HBCUs are sometimes stagnant, out-of-touch, and do things “because we have 
always done it like this.” Such honor and reverence for tradition and history is certainly 
commendable but they cannot be allowed to stymie systemic growth.  Many HBCU 
leaders are managers. Managers are positional leaders who have been appointed or hired.  




positional leader beyond their stated authority and their influence usually stops at 5PM 
(Albritton, 2012; Mark, 2013a; Maxwell, 2002).   
In many cases, leadership at HBCUs resist change.  This rebellion tends to delimit 
their capacities and weakens their roles in the educational landscape.  Some of the leaders 
distance themselves from the mainstream academy under the misguided interpretation of 
Afrocentrism. This misapplied cynicism encourages the idea that HBCUs are educational 
islands that operate independent of the larger environment.  This is antithetical to systems 
theory.  When approaching issues at HBCUs, some leaders are void of any emotional 
intelligence and they allow the system to blame others for their lack of success.  Rhetoric 
can never be a substitute for analysis (Albritton, 2012; Northouse, 2013; West, 1993).   
It will be the responsibility of leaders at HBCUs to challenge the system’s 
excuses against this new shift of thinking around customer service and student 
satisfaction.  The leadership will have to concentrate not on the difficulty of the change 
but of its results and rewards.  The leadership must influence the direction of the 
thinking.  If customer service and student satisfaction are to become strategic and 
operational priorities at HBCUs, then the leadership will have to influence the system and 
encourage it to abandon the status quo of indifference and disrespect and to accept an 
agenda of radical excellence and imagination (Albritton, 2012; Asante, 1991; Maxwell, 
2002).   
Leaders at HBCUs driving this change around customer service and student 
satisfaction should have a natural feeling of wanting to serve.  This type of servant leader 
makes a conscious choice to aspire, to lead, and to make sure that other people’s highest 




community, possesses foresight, and has a natural commitment to the growth of people.  
In addition, their powers of persuasion are enormous (Albritton, 2012; Greenleaf, 1977).   
The HBCU leader must have vision.  Systems respond to change when there is a 
clear vision.  Vision provides valued direction for designing, implementing, and assessing 
systemic and organizational change.  Vision energizes the commitment to the change by 
providing the employees with a common goal and a compelling rationale for why change 
is necessary and worth the effort.  Vision is everything for the leader and it is utterly 
indispensable.  A leader cannot buy, beg, or borrow a vision (Albritton, 2012; Cummings 
& Worley, 2009; Maxwell, 2002).   
The improvement of customer service and student satisfaction at HBCUs is a 
systemic reality.  Another important way that a visionary leader creates readiness for 
change is through language.  The use of a new customer service lexicon potentiates 
HBCU excellence.  There must be a new language for this new customer service systemic 
indoctrination.  The new language must be relevant, functional, and instrumental in 
conveying the message of a new student-customer pedagogy.  This new language must 
not be allowed to confuse or to befuddle the system because it serves as an instrument of 
institutional, organizational, and systemic restraint.  In essence, language changes the 
way people think and act and reflects one’s relationship to power (Asante, 1991).   
Historically black colleges and universities are systems.  Systems change and 
adapt.  These institutions embrace change in order to meet the environmental 
opportunities and the demands of other parts of the system.  HBCUs will need to change 
their environments so that the system can be more responsive and attentive to the needs 




Leadership and employees at HBCUs can vary or modify the inputs, including 
their own actions, to create a change within the system.  For example, if employees in the 
financial aid office decided to improve customer service by answering all phone calls 
within three rings and started saying “thank you for choosing this University” after each 
student interaction, these new inputs would begin to alter the system.  In addition, these 
fresh inputs would become infectious and would change other areas of the system.  Other 
offices throughout the HBCU system would begin to modify, alter, and import their own 
inputs to affect change in their areas of the system.  Change in one area of the system 
would affect change in another area of the system.  This cause-and-effect interaction 
between the parts or between the different areas is the epitome of systems theory 
(Albritton, 2012; Friedman & Allen, 2011; Germain, 1991; Meyer, 1983; Wang, 2004).   
Deviations and resistance in a system seeks to undermine the fresh new inputs, 
which are used to stimulate change.  Deviations are intentional or unintentional 
misapplications of words, symbols, or images which subvert the collective consciousness 
of a system.  It is the responsibility of HBCU leadership to identify these deviations 
which may manifest themselves as blaming others for poor customer service or 
rationalizing the poor customer service by attributing it to heavy workloads and staff 
shortages.  When HBCU systems resist change and are not functioning properly, this 
leads to a state of disequilibrium and the organizations are not in balance (Asante, 1991; 
Friedman & Allen, 2011; Studer, 2013).   
Certainly, the resistance to systemic change was captured in Spencer Johnson’s 
1998 book, “Who Moved My Cheese?”  He lays out a literary production with 




system change around cheese, two mice, and two little people.  Johnson critically 
assesses the need for leaders to motivate change, create vision, develop support for the 
change, manage the transition, and sustain the momentum.  His sense of uncompromising 
urgency is felt as he warns the reader of the inevitable pitfalls of not moving one’s cheese 
and resisting change.  Those in organizations, usually, low performers, are very vocal 
with resisting change.  They will actively drag the organization’s middle and high 
performers down.  Low performers love negativity, they never move their cheese, and 
they will always attempt to sabotage cheese-moving change initiatives (Jazwiec, 2012; 
Johnson, 1998).   
Historically black college and university systems will have to confront and 
challenge the motivation of low performers.  They will have to embrace a new student 
customer-centered ideology.  Improving customer service and student satisfaction will 
involve cheese-moving activities such as selecting the right leader, planning, identifying 
stakeholders, acquisition of new knowledge and skills, training, assessing change agent 
power, providing resources, developing new competencies to support the change, and 
also reinforcing the new language and behaviors around customer service (Cummings & 
Worley, 2009; Johnson, 1998).   
Historically black colleges and universities are educational systems charged with 
educating America’s youth.  When they mobilize their resources in a directed action to 
achieve the goals of improving customer service and student satisfaction, they will reach 
goal attainment.  Latency and pattern maintenance are evident with HBCUs when the 
new cultural norms around customer service are transmitted throughout the organization.  




they will need analysis that will enlighten, and exemplary customer service practices that 
will elevate and uplift students.  When this is accomplished, their realities will be made 
known in their victory and they will come to know that the only road to systemic 
happiness and homeostasis is excellence in everything (Asante, 1991; Germain, 1991; 
West, 1993).   
Developed by behavioral psychologist, John Adams, in 1963, equity theory is an 
organizational justice and moral theory that seeks to understand the causes of happiness 
and satisfaction.  Equity theory focuses on a person’s perceptions of fairness with respect 
to a relationship.  This theory is based on the utility or the amount of happiness and 
satisfaction one gets out of any relationship and it applies to business, government, and to 
one’s personal life (Adams, 1963).   
Equity theory initially applied to business and industry.  In equity theory, 
employees seek to maintain equity between inputs that they bring to a job and the 
outcomes that they receive from the job against perceived inputs and outcomes of others.  
Inputs are the participant’s contributions to the relational exchange.  Some examples 
might include time, effort, loyalty, hard work, commitment, tolerance, determination, and 
enthusiasm.  Outcomes are positive and negative consequences that an individual 
perceives a participant has incurred as a consequence of their relationship with another.  
Some outcomes might include salary, sense of achievement, recognition, and other 
benefits.  Employees who perceive inequity will seek to reduce it either by disturbing 
inputs and/or outcomes in their own minds, they will directly alter inputs and or 
outcomes, or they will leave the organization (Adams, 1963; Huseman, Hatfield, & 




Equity theory posits that if a person perceives that there is inequality, where either 
their output and input ratio is less than or greater than what they perceive as the output 
and input ratio of the other person in the relationship, then the person is likely to be 
distressed.  Conflict occurs when one partner in the relationship feels exploited.  Equity 
theory is concerned with the equalization of effort and work among partners.  The 
signature tenet of equity theory is realized when the normative expectations of the 
individual making social comparisons are violated or when  the individual finds the 
inputs and outcomes are not in balance in relation to those of others (Adams, 1963). 
Equity theory provided a theoretical framework for this study because it gives 
insight into student satisfaction.  Students leave the comfort and security of their homes 
and they arrive at their HBCU full of expectations and ideas about their decision to 
further their education.  They have expectations from themselves, from their parents, 
classmates, professors, and ancillary support.  They invest and expend a great deal of 
inputs into the student-university relationship.  Some of their inputs include time, money, 
commitment, hard work, dedication, and loyalty.  If students feel that their university’s 
inputs are marginal or substandard, this causes distress (Huseman, Hatfield, & Miles, 
1987; McCaskill, 2011).  
For example, students might perceive that the university’s inputs are not equitable 
if it is providing poor customer service.  Students’ perception of inequity becomes 
legitimized by the university’s unfriendly, inattentive, unhelpful, and discourteous staff.  
The students feel that their amount of inputs in the relationship is greater than the 
university’s inputs, and this imbalance affects the students’ outcomes (Adams, 1963; 




Equity theory has its roots in micro, mezzo, and macro systems.  It chronicles the 
effect of inequity on the mind, the spirit, and the soul of an individual and an 
organization.  Equity theory highlights and encourages a social justice application to the 
student-university relationship.  When the inputs by students at HBCUs are undermined 
and mitigated by dehumanizing and dismissive service encounters, students feel exploited 
and this exploitation leads to internal and external conflict.  The conflict is manifested by 
psychological and emotional outcomes such as loneliness, anger, resentment and 
frustration.  Behavioral outcomes may result in staying in the dormitory, segregation of 
oneself, speaking unfavorably of the school, or withdrawal from the university (Adams, 
1963; Huseman, Hatfield, & Miles, 1987).   
Students expect to be treated with respect and dignity when they solicit help from 
professors and other campus officials.  When their inputs are trivialized and are met with 
a “we-are-doing-you-a-favor” attitude by campus officials, the students begin to re-
evaluate the student-university relationship. They start recognizing their invaluable inputs 
of time, sacrifice, deferred gratification, money, hard work, and dedication as liabilities 
instead of assets.  The poor customer service exhibited by the HBCU faculty and staff 
causes an imbalance and a disturbance in the student-university relationship (Adams, 
1963, Huseman, Hatfield, & Miles, 1987).   
In their attempt to survive, students at HBCUs will alter their inputs and outputs 
in order to adjust to the contentious subpar customer service environment.  Freire 
admonished this type of elitist and educational hegemonic structure of education.  He 
indicted this form of education and called it oppressive, divisive, and irresponsible.  He 




university.  This partnership and collaboration leaves the student empowered.  The new 
sense of empowerment propels the student to enter into a dialogue with the university and 
this begins the process of humanization through thought and action. The 
acknowledgement of one’s humanity must be a prerequisite for providing good customer 
service (Freire, 1970; Huseman, Hatfield, & Miles, 1987).   
Equity theory applied to customer service and student satisfaction calls for an 
egalitarian student-university relationship.  Freire stated that dialogical action will restore 
equity.  HBCUs will have to engage in honest communication with students around 
issues of customer service and student satisfaction.  Freire reminded us that it is 
necessary to obtain communion and unity in order to achieve transformation.  Systemic 
change at HBCUs will have to involve cooperation, organization, and cultural synthesis.  
Both parties will provide meaningful inputs into the relationship to create stability and 
harmony.  Equity in the student-university relationship improves student satisfaction, 
student engagement, student recruitment, and student retention (Freire, 1970; Mahoney, 
2013).  
Just as Jacob, in the Bible, wrestled all night with eternal truth, this researcher 
wrestled with the nigrescence theory and its application in offering a possible explanation 
for and acceptance of poor customer service at HBCUs.  The writer’s wrestling was 
quickly allayed and overshadowed by an untamed and uncontrollable desire to interrogate 
the possible conscious and unconscious reasons for the mistreatment of African 
American students at HBCUs by other African American faculty and staff.   
In 1971, Cross formulated the nigrescence theory, an African American identity 




behaviors on becoming African American.  This African American racial identity model 
was named after the French term for turning black and it describes the process of 
accepting and affirming an African American identity in an American context by moving 
from assimilation and anti-black to African American acceptance (Vandiver, 2001; 
Worrell, Cross, & Vandiver, 2001).   
In the pre-counter stage, there are two identities, assimilation and anti-black.  
Assimilation endorses a pro-American mindset and acceptance and embracing of the 
American mainstream.  Anti-black describes individuals who dislike African Americans 
and do not identify as being African American.  They believe the negative images about 
African Americans in the mainstream and they believe the negative stereotypes about 
African Americans.  African Americans in this stage, who experience extreme 
miseducation, personalize the negative stereotypes which results in the rejection of 
blackness at a deep structural level (Worrell, Cross, & Vandiver, 2001; Vandiver, 2001).   
Stage two, the encounter stage, is characterized by African Americans questioning 
their belief about the role of race in American society.  The third stage, immersion-
emersion, ushers the transition from old racial identity to a new one.  In its infancy, the 
individual in this stage will immerse themselves in everything African American.  They 
may change their attire, their name, and their language.  A strong pro-black association is 
certainly evident in this stage and emersion results in a more calm and rational orientation 
of racial identity.  Stage four, internalization, describes the intellectual and emotional 
posture of being African American and it transforms African American acceptance to 
activism, social change, and uplift (Constantine, Richardson, Benjamin, & Wilson, 1998; 




In the first stage of Cross’s revised nigrescence theory, the pre-encounter anti-
black identity might offer some analysis, insight, and understanding into the pervasive 
mistreatment of the students at HBCUs.  Many students at HBCUs are African 
Americans and they have a large percentage of African American faculty and staff who 
are employed at their institutions.  The use of nigrescence theory’s first stage of racial 
identity as a theoretical framework to explain some of the poor customer service attitudes 
and practices at HBCUs could be an overreaching application but this writer felt 
compelled to consider the discussion (Vandiver, 2001).   
Historically, African Americans and anything associated with being black have 
been demonized, vilified, and labeled as inferior.  The racial socialization of many 
African Americans have been eclipsed by negative images, labels, and stereotypes 
promulgated by structural and institutional racism.  This racism becomes internalized and 
it manifests itself as a sense of shame about oneself (Boyd-Franklin, 2003).   
African Americans have been oppressed and this oppression has shaped their 
sociological self-esteem of their own race.  Like some other oppressed groups, some 
African Americans have adopted the attitudes of their oppressors and these attitudes are 
manifested through their negative interactions with other African Americans.  The minds 
of some African Americans have been brought under control of their oppressor (Hare & 
Hare, 1991; Woodson, 1933).   
The ability and willingness of some African Americans to mistreatment other 
African Americans in business settings is made easy because they are inured to being 
mistreated, disrespected, and devalued.  They might believe that being African American 




and this low sociological self-esteem has driven the very broken service culture at many 
HBCUs.  Many HBCU faculty and staff are operating in the pre-counter anti-black phase 
where blackness is associated with negative images and stereotypes.  The conscious and 
unconscious attitudes, feelings, or behaviors are illustrated by condescension, 
unprofessionalism, and a complete disregard for the student’s humanity.  The faculty and 
staff at HBCUs become allies in the dehumanization process of their own students 
(McCaskill, 2011; Vandiver, 2001).   
Cross’ nigrescence racial identity theory is not linear.  The fluidity of the theory 
enables African Americans to be in any one of the stages at any moment in time.  This 
means that an African American financial aid employee can be sitting at their desk, 
comfortable, and in an internalization stage of racial identity.  An African American 
student walks in for assistance and the financial aid counselor immediately regresses back 
to the pre-counter stage of anti-black racial identity.  The student’s request for assistance 
is immediately met with hostility, disrespect, and a very dismissive tone and attitude.  
Another student of a different race walks into the office and the same financial aid office 
employee might a display a more favorable, welcoming, and respectful tone with the 
student (Constantine, Richardson, Benjamin, & Wilson, 1998; McCaskill, 2011; Worrell, 
Cross, & Vandiver, 2001).  
The nigrescence theory can also be applied to the students at HBCUs who 
experience and accept poor customer service.  The broken service culture that exists at 
many HBCUs flourishes because the students do not hold the faculty and staff 
accountable for poor customer service delivery.  Many times, students at HBCUs will 




they accept this behavior with little protest, condemnation, or rebuke.  Their silence, 
capitulation, and unnecessary struggle reinforces the devaluing and marginalization of 
themselves (McCaskill, 2011; Raisman, 2014; Vandiver, 2001).   
The students expect to be mistreated, disrespected, and dismissed when 
interacting with HBCU faculty and staff.  They consciously or unconsciously feel that 
their African American humanity does not deserve better treatment.  In other words, the 
unnecessary mistreatment, struggling, and suffering are all by-products of African 
American humanity and of the African American experience.  These conditions are 
automatic.  This deficit mentality continues to perpetuate the demonization of anything 
all black and suggests that all black environments are plagued with low standards and low 
expectations.  This is the essence of the pre-counter anti-black identity stage that exists in 
nigrescence theory.  These same students can and will quickly transition and mobilize to 
the internalization stage of racial identity when confronting some type of racial injustice.  
They will engage in protests and other acts of civil disobedience in the name of racial 
uplift and racial pride but will tolerate being disrespected and dehumanized by their 
school’s financial aid counselor or the housing officer (Paris & Gasman, 2006; Vandiver, 
2001; Worrell, Cross, & Vandiver, 2001).  
Certainly, the application of the nigrescence theory does not offer an absolute 
explanation for poor customer service at HBCUs.  This application of the theory only 
introduced a general conversation about the broken service culture at HBCUs.  There are 
a plethora of reasons why many HBCUs are plagued with substandard customer service.  
The application of this theory only provided some introductory insight into the possible 




application of the theory offered a different point-of-view and another perspective in 
analyzing the relationship between customer service and student satisfaction at an HBCU 
(McCaskill, 2011; Vandiver, 2001).   
Education, as a vocation, holds the promise of a rewarding and meaningful career.  
The daily life of HBCU employees also brings a unique combination of physical, 
emotional, and interpersonal challenges.  The employees might work long hours, have 
many departmental and university-wide commitments, uncooperative co-workers, 
stressful decisions, and challenging students and these conditions often lead to a negative 
and burdensome work environment (Jazwiec, 2009).   
No school is immune from customer service delivery failures.  Personalities, 
heavy workloads, limited staff and clerical support and the pressure of today’s “need-it-
now” culture demands that those employed in higher education will have to exemplify 
vision, courageous defiance against the status quo, and organizational patience.  Whether 
customer service and student satisfaction at HBCUs are analyzed using systems, equity, 
or nigrescence theories, the decision to treat students with respect, dignity, and 
professionalism also liberates the employees.  The work environment is made better 
through the positive interactions between the employees and the students (Jazwiec, 2009; 
Maxwell, 2002; West, 1993). 
Just as negativity and cynicism are contagious in a work environment, positivity 
and kindness are not only contagious, but they are infectious.  The decision to treat 
students at HBCUs with superior customer service and to be concerned with student 
satisfaction enables the employees to find value and enrichment in their own work in 




fulfillment from the positive service interactions and experiences between themselves and 
the students (Jazwiec, 2009). 
Positive customer service interactions enhance student satisfaction.  This also 
enhances the overall quality of work life for HBCU faculty and staff.  These institutions 
have challenges around technology, infrastructure, crumbling facilities, low budgets and 
revenues.  Customer service is a very cost effective way of improving some of their 
challenges.  Customer service and student satisfaction calls for HBCUs to transition away 
from the institutional victim mindset, to dispense with organizational attitudes of 
defeatism, and to reject those negative customer service behaviors which undermine the 
student’s and employee’s humanity (Asante, 1991; Jazwiec, 2012; Johnson, 2013).   
 The institutional progress of HBCUs are at stake.  Some employees provide a 
myriad of justifications and excuses for every unanswered phone call or e-mail, every 
rude in-person interaction, lost paperwork, and other poor customer service related 
outcomes.  Systemic and cultural change dictates that employees will have to be more 
accountable to students and to their other co-workers. A high performing organization 
must have effective leadership and accountability.  The leaders of HBCUs must become 
change agents who are able to find vision in the process of acting in combat with their 
own institutional realities because no problem can be solved using the same level of 
thinking that produced it in the first place (Albritton, 2012; Hare & Hare, 1991; 








 Chapter III presents the methods and procedures that were used in conducting the 
outcome evaluation.  The following are described in this chapter: research design, 
description of the site, sample population, instrumentation, treatment of data, and 
limitations of study. 
 
Research Design 
Survey research was used in this study.  Both descriptive and exploratory research 
were also used in this study.  This study was designed to ascertain data in order to 
describe and to explain the relationship between customer service and student satisfaction 
at a historically black college and university.  Student satisfaction was measured by 
student engagement, student recruitment, and student retention.  Customer service was 
the independent variable and student satisfaction was the dependent variables.   
 The descriptive and exploratory research design allowed for the analysis of the 
demographic profile of the survey respondents.  The research design also facilitated the 
explanation of the statistical relationship between customer service and student 




Description of the Site 
 The study was conducted in the State of Georgia.  The surveys were administered 
at a historically black college and university by the principal investigator.  The HBCU is 
a small private liberal arts institution.  The university offers undergraduate and graduate 
programs.  The total fall 2015 enrollment was 3,655 students (Clark Atlanta University, 
2015).  The site was selected because the target population was accessible.  
 
Sample and Population 
 The target population for this research study was comprised of undergraduate and 
graduate students at an HBCU.  Four hundred and eighty-five students, 13.3% of the 
student population, were selected utilizing a non-probability convenience sample from 
the target population. 
 
 Instrumentation  
The research study employed a survey questionnaire entitled Customer Service 
and Student Satisfaction.  The survey questionnaire consisted of two sections with a total 
of thirty-five questions.  Section I solicited demographic information about the 
characteristics of the respondents.  Section II employed a research design that was 
developed by the principal investigator in order to measure customer service and student 
satisfaction among the respondents.   
Section I of the survey questions consisted of twelve questions.  The questions in 
Section I were concerned with gender, age group, college classification, racial group, 




provided information for the presentation of a demographic profile of the respondents of 
the survey.   
 Section II consisted of seven questions to measure customer service, three 
questions to measure student satisfaction, nine questions to measure student engagement, 
two questions to measure student recruitment, and two questions to measure student 
retention.  Section II utilized a survey instrument that was developed and designed by the 
principal investigator based on the literature review and experience obtained from 
matriculating at an HBCU.  It measured to what extent that customer service had on 
student satisfaction.  Items on the survey instrument were responded to on a four point 
continuum Likert scale.  The scale was as follows: 1=Strongly Disagree; 2=Disagree; 
3=Agree; 4=Strongly Agree. 
 
Treatment of Data 
The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to analyze the 
data.  The analysis used descriptive statistics, which included measures of central 
tendency, frequency distribution, and cross tabulation.  The test statistics used for this 
study were phi and chi square. 
Frequency distributions were used to analyze and summarize each of the variables 
in the study.  A frequency distribution of demographic data was also used to gain insight 
about the respondents of the study.   
Cross tabulations were utilized to demonstrate the statistical relationship between 
the independent variable and the dependent variables.  Cross tabulations were conducted 




engagement, customer service and student recruitment, and customer service and student 
retention among students at an HBCU. 
Two test statistics were employed.  The first test was phi (Φ) which is a 
symmetric measure of association that is used to demonstrate the strength of a 
relationship between two or more variables.  The following values are associated with phi 
(Φ): 
 .00 to .24                                         “no relationship” 
 .25 to .49                                         “weak relationship” 
 .50 to .74                                         “moderate relationship” 
 .75 to 1.00            “strong relationship” 
 The second test statistic that the principal investigator utilized was chi square.  
Chi Square was used to test whether there was a significant statistical significance at the 
.05 level of probability among the variables in the study.  
 
Limitations of the Study 
 There were three basic limitations of this study.  Due to the use of a 
nonprobability convenience sampling method, the respondents were not randomly 
selected which meant that the sample was not representative of the entire population 
being studied.  This type of sampling led to an over-representation of a particular group 
within the sample and the results had low generalizability application.  In addition, the 






PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 
 
  The purpose of this chapter was to present the findings of the study in order to 
describe and to explain the relationship between customer service and student satisfaction 
at an HBCU.  This chapter presents the findings of the study and a discussion on how the 
literature review and the theoretical framework supported the findings.  The findings are 
organized into two sections: demographic data and research questions and hypotheses. 
 
Demographic Data 
This section provides a profile of the study’s respondents.  Descriptive statistics 
were used to analyze the following: attendance at this particular university, gender, age 
group, classification, whether respondents lived on campus, racial group, employment, 
whether respondents received financial aid, work study, grants, loans, and whether 
respondents received scholarships.   
 A target population for this research was composed of undergraduate and 
graduate students from an HBCU.  The HBCU is an accredited, small, private liberal arts 
institution in Atlanta, Georgia.  The total enrollment for fall 2015 was 3,655 students 
(Clark Atlanta University, 2015).  Four hundred and eighty-five students, 13.3% of the 




among the participants of the selected site.  Table 1 illustrates the frequency distribution 





Demographic Profile of Study Respondents (N = 485) 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 





Yes 475 98.1 
 




Female 353 72.8 
 




Under 18   13   2.7 
 
18-20 352 72.6 
 
21-23   73 15.1 
 




Freshman 196 40.5 
 
Sophomore 149 30.8 
 






Table 1 (continued) 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 





Senior   33   6.8 
  




Yes 385 79.4 
 




African American 445 91.9 
 
Asian     1     .2 
 
Hispanic     5   1.0 
 
White     1     .2 
 




Yes 162 33.5 
 




Yes 424 87.4 
 








Table 1 (continued) 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 





Yes   38   7.9 
 




Yes  264 54.9 
 




Yes  396 82.2 
 




Yes  235 48.6 
 




      
As illustrated in Table 1, the typical respondent of the study was an African-
American female freshman, who attended this particular university, lived on campus, 
between the ages of 18 and 20, unemployed, and received some type of financial aid.   
This section provides specific information related to the findings of customer 




retention regarding students attending the historically black college and university 
surveyed in this study. 
 
Customer Service 
 Customer service is the process by which an organization consistently gives the 
student what they need.  It is the provision of services before, during, and after a 
transaction or a service encounter.  It is a series of activities and behaviors that places 
value and undivided attention on students (Harms, 2011; Howardell, 2013; Tschohl, 
1991). Table 2 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the statement, 
“The staff at my university consistently provides students with what they need.” 
 
Table 2 
The staff at my university consistently provides students with what they need 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute    Frequency            Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  232 47.9 
 
Agree  252 52.1 
 
Total  484                                                 100.0  
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.52           Std. Dev .500 
 
 
 Table 2 illustrates that 52.1% of the respondents agreed that the staff at the 




 Table 3 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the statement, 









Attribute            Frequency           Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  227 46.8 
 
Agree  258 53.2 
 
Total  485                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.53           Std. Dev .499 
             
 
         
Table 3 illustrates that 53.2% of the respondents agreed that the staff at the 
university provides continuous support to students with each service encounter.   
 Table 4 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the statement, 















The staff at my university is attentive to the needs of students 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute           Frequency          Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  252 52.0 
 
Agree  233 48.0 
 
Total  485                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________  
Mean 2.48           Std.  Dev .500 
 
 
 Table 4 illustrates that 48.0% of the respondents agreed that the staff at the 
university is attentive to the needs of students. 
 Table 5 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the statement, 




The staff at my university is professional 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  207 42.7 
 
Agree  278 57.3 
 
Total  485                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 




 Table 5 illustrates that 57.3% of the respondents agreed that the staff at the 
university is professional. 
 Table 6 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the statement, 




The staff at my university is helpful 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute    Frequency            Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  198 40.8 
 
Agree  287 59.2 
 
Total  485                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.59           Std.  Dev .492 
 
 
 Table 6 illustrates that 59.2% of the respondents agreed that the staff at the 
university is helpful. 
 Table 7 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the statement, 











The staff at my university completes student requests in a timely manner 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  342 70.5 
 
Agree  143 29.5 
 
Total  485                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.29           Std.  Dev .456 
 
 Table 7 illustrates that 29.5% of the respondents agreed that the staff at the 
university completes student requests in a timely manner. 
 Table 8 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the statement, 




The staff at my university values students 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute    Frequency             Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  198 40.9 
 
Agree  286 59.1 
 
Total  484                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 





 Table 8 illustrates that 59.1% of the respondents agreed that the staff at the 
university values students. 
 
Customer Service Computed Variables 
 According to this study, customer service is defined by seven variables.  These 
variables are indications of the staff at the university consistently providing students with 
what they need; the staff at the university providing continuous support to students with 
each service encounter; the staff at the university being attentive to the needs of students; 
the staff at the university being professional; the staff at the university being helpful; the 
staff at the university completing student requests in a timely manner; and the staff at the 
university valuing students.  Customer service was computed from these seven variables 
as follows: (NEED+SUPPORT+ATTENT+PROFESS+HELPFUL+TIMELY+ 
VALUES)/7.1 Also, the computed variables of customer service were used in the test 











     1The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), Version 19.0 (IBM Corp., 
2010), was used to analyze the collected data for this research study. Words missing 
letters denote variables, and the set parameters of the SPSS software package would only 






Customer service computed variables 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  361 74.7 
 
Agree  122 25.3 
 
Total  483                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.25           Std.  Dev .434 
 
 
 Table 9 illustrates that 25.3% of the respondents agreed with the seven computed 
variables of customer service as it relates to the university. 
 In summary, a majority of the respondents had a favorable opinion of customer 
service at the university, for most of the variables.  The respondents indicated that the 
staff at the university consistently provided them with what they need; the staff at the 
university provided continuous support to students with each service encounter; the staff 
at the university was professional; the staff at the university was helpful; and the staff at 
the university valued students.  A majority of the respondents had unfavorable opinions 
of customer service at the university for two of the remaining variables.  The respondents 
indicated that the staff at the university was not attentive to the needs of students and the 
staff at the university did not complete their requests in a timely manner.  A majority of 
the respondents did not agree with the customer service computed variables definition as 




 These customer service frequency table findings certainly challenge the critics of 
service dominant logic who suggest that customers can create value for themselves 
(Grӧnroos & Voima, 2013; Hilton & Hughes, 2013).  The respondents in the study were 
very clear about value co-creation in all of the variables of customer service, especially 
the two variables that received unfavorable responses.  The respondents were unable to 
co-create value as evidenced by their responses on two of the customer service statements 
regarding the staff at the university being attentive to their needs and the staff completing 
their requests in a timely manner.  The respondents were unable to solely create value for 
themselves because the staff at the university was needed in the process of value creation.  
In other words, the staff at the university plays an integral part of the student’s customer 
service experience and without its quality input and involvement, the student’s customer 
service journey is severely compromised.   
 
Student Satisfaction 
 Student satisfaction occurs when perceived performance meets or exceeds the 
student’s expectations.  Satisfied students might say positive and negative things to others 
about their university and dissatisfied students might say mostly negative things to others 
about their university (Elliott & Shin, 2002; Raisman, 2002; Tschohl, 1991).   
 Table10 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 










The staff’s performance at my university meets or exceeds student’s expectations 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute    Frequency            Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  291 60.0 
 
Agree  194 40.0 
 
Total  485                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.40           Std. Dev .490 
 
 
 Table 10 illustrates that 40.0% of the respondents agreed that the staff’s 
performance at the university meets or exceeds student’s expectations.   
 Table11 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 




I say positive things to others about my university 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute    Frequency            Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  103 21.3 
 
Agree   381 78.7 
 
Total   484                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 





 Table 11 illustrates that 78.7% of the respondents indicated that they say positive 
things to others about the university. 
 Table 12 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 





I say negative things to others about my university 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute    Frequency            Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  288 59.6 
 
Agree   195 40.4 
 
Total   483                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.40           Std. Dev .491 
 
    
 Table 12 illustrates that 40.4% of the respondents agreed that they say negative 
things to others about the university. 
 
Student Satisfaction Computed Variables 
 According to this study, student satisfaction is defined by three variables.  These 
variables are indicated on whether the staff’s performance at the university meets or 
exceeds student’s expectations; respondents saying positive things to others about the 




 Student satisfaction was computed from these three variables as follows: 
(EXCEED+POSITIVE+NEGATIVE)/3.  Also, the computed attributes of student 
satisfaction were used in the test statistics of the research questions and hypotheses.  




Student satisfaction computed variables 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  397 82.2 
 
Agree     86 17.8 
 
Total   483                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.17           Std. Dev .382 
 
 Table 13 illustrates that 17.8% of the respondents agreed with the three computed 
variables of student satisfaction as it relates to the university.  
 In summary, a majority of the respondents indicated that the staff’s performance 
at the university did not meet or exceed student’s expectations.  In addition, a majority of 
the respondents indicated that they say positive things to others about the university.  A 
majority of the respondents disagreed that they say negative things to others about the 
university.  A majority of the respondents did not agree with the student satisfaction 




 The findings of the student satisfaction frequency tables reveal a contradiction 
with the literature.  The literature supports the idea that dissatisfied students will say 
mostly negative things to others about their school (Elliott & Shin, 2002; Raisman, 2002; 
Tschohl, 1991).  The findings suggest that most of the respondents are dissatisfied with 
the university in this study but most of the respondents also reported that they say 
positive things to others about the university.  
 Although, a very high percentage of the respondents did report to saying negative 
things to others about the university, the dissatisfaction experienced by the respondents in 
this study did not transform or mobilize itself for a majority of the respondents into 
verbal rebuke of the university to others.  This contradiction could provide some 
legitimacy to student satisfaction critics who suggest that students are unclear about what 
satisfies and dissatisfies them (Bay & Daniel, 2001).   
 
Student Engagement 
 Student engagement encapsulates two dimensions of quality in higher education.  
First, it involves the amount of time, energy, and effort students put in their academics, 
educational, and social pursuits.  Second, how the college or university deploys its 
resources and organizes the curriculum and other learning opportunities to get students to 
participate in activities (Kuh, 2001; Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009).   
 Table 14 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 








My university organizes the classes around students to encourage their participation 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  198 41.1 
 
Agree   284 58.9 
 
Total   482                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.59           Std. Dev .492 
 
 Table 14 illustrates that 58.9% of the respondents agreed that the university 
organizes classes around students to encourage their participation. 
 Table 15 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 









Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Disagree  143 29.5 
 
Agree   341 70.5 
 
Total   484                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 




 Table 15 illustrates that 70.5% of the respondents agreed that the university 
provides resources to encourage students to participate in campus activities.  
 Table 16 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 




I like to participate in campus activities 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree   83 17.1 
 
Agree   402 82.9 
 
Total   485                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________
Mean 2.83           Std. Dev .377 
 
 Table 16 illustrates that 82.9% of the respondents agreed that they like to 
participate in campus activities. 
 Table 17 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 











I like to interact with professors at my university 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Disagree   79 16.3 
 
Agree   406 83.7 
 
Total   485                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.84           Std. Dev .370 
 
 Table 17 illustrates that 83.7% of the respondents agreed that they like to interact 
with professors at the university.   
 Table 18 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 




I like to interact with academic advisors at my university 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  128 26.4 
 
Agree   356 73.6 
 
Total   484                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 





 Table 18 illustrates that 73.6% of the respondents agreed that they like to interact 
with the academic advisors at the university. 
 Table 19 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 




I like to interact with the financial aid office at my university 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Disagree  284 58.7 
 
Agree   200 41.3 
 
Total   484                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.41           Std. Dev .493 
 
 Table 19 illustrates that 41.3% of the respondents agreed that they like to interact 
with the financial aid office at the university. 
 Table 20 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 











I like to interact with the student accounts office at my university 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  285 58.9 
 
Agree   199 41.1 
 
Total   484                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.41           Std. Dev .493 
 
 Table 20 illustrates that 41.1% of the respondents agreed that they like to interact 
with the student accounts office at the university.  
 Table 21 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 




I like to interact with the registrar’s office at my university 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  254 52.5 
 
Agree   230 47.5 
 
Total   484                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 





 Table 21 illustrates that 47.5% of the respondents agreed that they like to interact 
with the registrar’s office at the university. 
 Table 22 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 




I like to interact with the housing office at my university 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  255 54.1 
 
Agree   216 45.9 
 
Total   471                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.46           Std. Dev .499 
 
 Table 22 illustrates that 45.9% of the respondents agreed that they like to interact 
with the housing office at the university.  
 
Student Engagement Computed Variables 
 According to the study, student engagement is defined by nine variables.  These 
variables are indications of the university organizing the classes around students to 
encourage their participation; the university providing resources to encourage students to 
participate in campus activities; students liking to participate in campus activities; 
students liking to interact with professors; students liking to interact with academic 




with the student accounts office; students liking to interact with the registrar’s office; and 
students liking to interact with the housing office.  Student engagement was computed 
from these nine variables as follows: (PARTICIP+PROVIDE+ACTIVE+INTERACT+ 
ADVISOR+AIDOFF+ACCOUNT+REGISTR+HOUSING)/9 (see Footnote 1).    
 Also, the computed variables were used in the test statistics of the research 




Student engagement computed variables 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  326 69.7 
 
Agree   142 30.3 
 
Total   468                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.30           Std. Dev .460 
 
 Table 23 illustrates that 30.3% of the respondents agreed with the nine computed 
variables of student engagement as it relates to the university. 
 In summary, a majority of the respondents provided favorable opinions on five 
out of the nine student engagement variables.  A majority of the respondents indicated 
that the university organized classes around students to encourage their participation; the 
university provided resources to encourage students to participate in campus activities; 




and advisors at the university.  A majority of respondents provided unfavorable opinions 
on four of the remaining student engagement variables.  A majority of the respondents 
did not like to interact with the financial aid, student accounts, the registrar’s, and 
housing offices at the university.  A majority of the respondents did not agree with the 
student engagement computed variables definition as it relates to the university.   
 The findings of the student engagement frequency tables supports the literature.  
The research suggests that student engagement is predicated on a supportive campus 
culture and environment, which are customer service-related issues.  A non-supportive 
campus culture is demonstrated by unprofessional ancillary support staff, dismissive 
instructors, and unfriendly peers (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2010).  Most of the 
respondents in the study provided favorable responses for campus life and instructional 
engagement.  They overwhelmingly provided unfavorable responses for engagement with 
ancillary support staff.   
 In addition, the findings certainly highlight systems and equity theories.  The 
results of the student engagement frequency tables reveal a disturbing systemic pattern of 
subpar customer service among ancillary support staff.  Systems theory suggests that 
there needs to be a modification of the university’s outputs so that it can more responsive 
to the needs of the larger environment (Meyer, 1983). 
 Equity theory also confronts the ambitions of the low quality operational 
environment among the ancillary support staff because it reminds us that if one partner in 
a relationship feels exploited, conflict will occur.  This exploitation and conflict is 
revealed by the findings of the student engagement frequency tables. The respondents 




inequity was legitimized by their unfavorable responses regarding engagement with the 




 Student recruitment is an activity designed to encourage potential students to 
enroll into a particular college or university.  When students are satisfied with the 
customer service at their school, they will recruit others to attend (Fahy, Hurley, Hooley, 
& Deluca, 2009).  Table 24 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to 




I encourage others to apply to my university 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  174  36.1 
 
Agree   308 63.9 
 
Total   482                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.64           Std. Dev .481 
 
 Table 24 illustrates that 63.9% of the respondents agreed that they encourage 
others to apply to the university.  
 Table 25 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 






I discourage others from applying to my university 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  384 79.8 
 
Agree     97 20.2 
 
Total   481                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.20           Std. Dev .402 
      
 Table 25 illustrates that 20.2% of the respondents agreed that they discourage 
others from applying to the university. 
 
Student Recruitment Computed Variables 
 According to this study, student recruitment is defined by two variables.  These 
variables are indications of encouraging others to apply to the university and 
discouraging others from applying to the university.  Student recruitment was computed 
from these two variables as follows: (ENCOURGE+DISCOURG)/2 (see Footnote 1).   
 Also, the computed variables of student recruitment were used in the test statistics 













Student recruitment computed variables 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  438 91.3 
 
Agree     42   8.8 
 
Total   480                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.08           Std. Dev .282 
 
 Table 26 illustrates that 8.8% of the respondents agreed with the two computed 
variables of student recruitment as it relates to the university.   
 In summary, a majority of the respondents indicated that they encourage others to 
apply to the university, and a majority of the respondents indicated that they did not 
discourage others from applying to the university.  A majority of the respondents did not 
agree with the student recruitment computed variables definition as it relates to the 
university.   
 The findings of the student recruitment frequency tables support the literature.  
Whether students are satisfied or dissatisfied, students will be very transparent with 
potential students in the recruitment process (Harrison-Walker, 2014).  This is 
demonstrated by the findings that students encouraged others to apply to the university 
and they also discouraged others from applying to the university in this study.  
 






 Sometimes referred to as persistence, student retention is the normal progression, 
typical of a stayer or a retained student that occurs when a student enrolls each semester 
until graduation.  Retention rate is the percentage of an entering class that remains in 
school until graduation (Nettles, Wagener, Millet, & Killenbeck, 1999; Swecker, Fifolt, 
& Searby, 2013). Table 27 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to 




I plan to graduate from my university 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree   96 20.0 
 
Agree   385 80.0 
 
Total   481                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.80           Std. Dev .400 
 
 Table 27 illustrates that 80.0% of the respondents agreed that they plan to 
graduate from the university. 
 Table 28 demonstrates the frequency distribution for the responses to the 








I have thought about leaving my university 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  191 40.0 
 
Agree   287 60.0 
 
Total   478                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.56           Std. Dev .496 
 
 Table 28 illustrates that 60.0% of the respondents agreed that they have thought 
about leaving the university.  
 
Student Retention Computed Variables 
 According to this study, student retention is defined by two variables.  These 
variables are indicated by planning to graduate from the university and having thought 
about leaving the university.  Student retention was computed from these two variables as 
follows: (GRADUATE+LEAVING)/2.   
 Also, the computed variables of student retention were used in the test statistics of 














Student retention computed variables 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
Attribute  Frequency Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Disagree  207 43.3 
 
Agree   271 56.7 
 
Total   478                                                 100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mean 2.56           Std. Dev .496 
 
 Table 29 illustrates that 56.7% of the respondents agreed with the two computed 
variables of student retention as it relates to the university. 
 In summary, a majority of the respondents indicated that they plan to graduate 
from the university.  In addition, a majority of the respondents agreed that they have 
thought about leaving the university.  A majority of the respondents agreed with the 
student retention computed variables definition as it relates to the university.   
 Although a majority of the respondents indicated that they plan to graduate from 
the university in the study, a majority also indicated that they have thought about leaving 
the university.  These findings might offer some insight into the student departure 
theories.  If the respondents in the study felt that they were able to socially and 
academically integrate into the university culture, this might explain why the majority felt 
that they would graduate from the university (Tinto, 1987).  However, the other majority 
that have thought about leaving the university might have experienced some difficulty 




expressed that they have thought about leaving the university in this study could have 
difficulty with negotiating leaving the comfort and security of their homes and entering a 
poor customer service environment (Tinto, 1987). 
 
Research Questions and Hypotheses 
Research Question 1: Is there a statistically significant relationship between customer 
service and student satisfaction at a historically black college and 
university? 
Hypothesis 1:  There is no statistically significant relationship between customer 
service and student satisfaction at a historically black college and 
university. 
 
 Table 30 is a cross tabulation of customer service and student satisfaction.  It 
shows the association between customer service and student satisfaction and it indicates 























Customer service and student satisfaction cross tabulation 
________________________________________________________________________ 
        
      Customer Service    
 
    Disagree  Agree      Total  
    #          %           #         %  #          % 




 Disagree         323 67.2        72       15.0          395 82.1 
 
 Agree                       36   7.5        50       10.4            86 17.9 
 
 Total                     359 74.6          122       25.4          481       100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 




As Table 30 illustrates, of the 481 respondents, 86 of them, which makes up 
17.9%, agreed that customer service was present at the university and that they were 
satisfied.  Of the 481 respondents, 395 of them, which makes up 82.1%, disagreed that 
customer service was present at the university and they also disagreed that they were 
satisfied.   
 As illustrated in Table 30, the statistical measurement phi (Φ) was employed to 
test for the strength of association between customer service and student satisfaction.  As 
indicated, there was a weak association (Φ=.351) between the two variables.  When chi-
square statistical test for significance was applied, the null hypothesis was rejected 
(p=.000) indicating that there was a statistically significant relationship between the two 




Research Question 2: Is there a statistically significant relationship between customer 
service and student engagement at a historically black college and 
university? 
Hypothesis 2:  There is no statistically significant relationship between customer 
service and student engagement at a historically black college and 
university. 
 
 Table 31 is a cross tabulation of customer service and student engagement.  It 
shows the association between customer service and student engagement and it indicates 




Customer service and student engagement cross tabulation  
________________________________________________________________________   
 
                 Customer Service 
             
         Disagree    Agree    Total 





 Disagree  280 60.0          45         9.6        325         69.6 
  
 Agree     66 14.1          76       16.3        142         30.4  
 
 Total   346 74.1            121       25.9        467       100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Phi = .417                  df =1               Chi Square = .000      
 




As Table 31 illustrates, of the 467 respondents, 142 of them, which makes up 
30.4%, agreed that customer service was present at the university and that they were 
engaged.  Of the 467 respondents, 325 of them, which makes up 69.6%, disagreed that 
customer service was present at the university and they also disagreed that they were 
engaged.   
 As illustrated in Table 31, the statistical measurement of phi (Φ) was employed to 
test for the strength of association between customer service and student engagement.  As 
indicated, there was a weak association (Φ=.417) between the two variables.  When chi-
square statistical test for significance was applied, the null hypothesis was rejected 
(p=.000) indicating that there was a statistically significant relationship between the two 
variables at the .05 level of probability.     
 
Research Question 3: Is there a statistically significant relationship between customer 
service and student recruitment at a historically black college and 
university?  
Hypothesis 3:  There is no statistically significant relationship between customer 
service and student recruitment at a historically black college and 
university. 
 
 Table 32 is a cross tabulation of customer service and student recruitment.  It 
shows the association between customer service and student recruitment and it indicates 







Customer service and student recruitment cross tabulation 
________________________________________________________________________  
 
      Customer Service 
 
       Disagree       Agree                  Total 





 Disagree  329   68.8              107   22.4  436   91.2 
 
 Agree     31     6.5   11     2.3    42     8.8 
 
 Total   360   75.3             118   24.7  478      100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Phi = .011                  df =1               Chi Square = .813 
 
As Table 32 illustrates, of the 478 respondents, 42 of them, which makes up 
8.8%, agreed that customer service was present at the university and that they did recruit 
to the university.  Of the 478 respondents, 436 of them, which makes up 91.2%, 
disagreed that customer service was present at the university and they also disagreed that 
they recruit to the university.  
 As illustrated in Table 32, the statistical measurement phi (Φ) was employed to 
test for the strength of association between customer service and student recruitment.  As 
indicated, there was no association (Φ=.011) between the two variables.  When chi-
square statistical test for significance was applied, the principal investigator failed to 
reject the null hypothesis (p=.813) indicating that there was no statistically significant 




Research Question 4: Is there a statistically significant relationship between customer 
service and student retention at a historically black college and 
university?   
Hypothesis 4:  There is no statistically significant relationship between customer 
service and student retention at a historically black college and 
university. 
 
 Table 33 is a cross tabulation of customer service and student retention. It shows 
the association between customer service and student retention and it indicates whether or 
not there is a statistically significant relationship between the two variables. 
 
Table 33 
Customer service and student retention cross tabulation 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
             Customer Service 
  
                                                  Male                   Female   
        Disagree        Agree   Total 





 Disagree          139        29.2   68   14.3      207          43.5 
 
 Agree           217       45.6   52   10.9      269          56.5 
 
 Total           356       74.8       120   25.2      476         100.0 
________________________________________________________________________ 





As illustrated in Table 33, of the 476 respondents, 269 of them, which makes up 
56.5%, agreed that customer service was present at the university and that they plan to 
graduate from the university.  Of the 476 respondents, 207 of them, which makes up 
43.5%, disagreed that customer service was present at the university and they also 
disagreed that they plan to graduate from the university.  
As illustrated in Table 33, the statistical measurement phi (Φ) was employed to 
test for the strength of association between customer service and student retention.  As 
indicated, there was no association (Φ=-.154) between the two variables.  When chi-
square statistical test for significance was applied, the null hypothesis was rejected 
(p=.001) indicating that there was a statistically significant relationship between the two 
variables at the .05 level of probability.  The negative national narrative reflected in some 
of the literature about customer service at HBCUs is certainly supported by the results of 
the cross tabulation tables in this study. 
A majority of the respondents in three of the four cross tabulation tables indicated 
that customer service was not present at the HBCU in this study.  In addition, a summary 
of the cross tabulations illustrated a majority of respondents indicated that they were not 
satisfied, were not engaged, and did not recruit others to the university.  The finding from 
the customer service and student retention cross tabulation table illustrated that a majority 
of the respondents indicated that customer service was present at the HBCU and that they 
plan to graduate from the university in the study.  The overall findings of the cross 
tabulations highlights a very broken service culture and it suggests an urgent need for 




In summary, although most of the respondents in the study indicated that the 
staff’s performance at the university did not meet or exceed their expectations, a majority 
of the respondents agreed that they say positive things to others about the university and 
that they encourage others to apply to the university.   
In addition, a majority of the respondents in the cross tabulation findings 
indicated that customer service was not present at the university, they were not satisfied, 
they were not engaged, and they did not recruit to the university.  However, the cross 
tabulation finding between customer service and retention indicated that most of the 
respondents felt that customer service was present at the university and that they plan to 
graduate from the university.  Also, there was no statistically significant relationship 
between customer service and student recruitment.   
 Some of the inconsistencies in the findings could be explained by the presence of 
nigrescence theory.  The respondents have readily internalized and accepted the subpar 
customer service as a byproduct of attending a HBCU.  The respondents have become 
inured to the low standard of quality around customer service and student satisfaction at 
an HBCU.  Their willingness to accept the low to marginal customer service experiences 
could speak to their deep down belief that they do not deserve better because of their 
blackness.  Perhaps, they have come to expect and accept an inferior customer service 






CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 The research study was designed to examine the relationship between customer 
service and student satisfaction at a historically black college and university. The study 
answered four questions regarding customer service and student satisfaction.   
The interpretations and explanations of the findings, conclusions, and recommendations 
are presented in this chapter.  Recommendations are proposed for future discussions for 
students, student leaders, employees and leaders at HBCUs, other stakeholders, and 
policy makers.  Each research question is presented in order to summarize the significant 
findings of interest. 
  
Interpretations and Explanations of Findings and Conclusions 
 The results of this study, The Relationship between Customer Service and Student 
Satisfaction at a Historically Black College and University (HBCU), revealed that the 
HBCU in this study has some opportunities for growth in the areas of customer service 
and student satisfaction.  The results also revealed that the university is doing an 
exceptional job with customer service and student satisfaction in the areas of academics 
and instructional support. 
 Four hundred and eighty-five students, 13.3% of the student population, were 





small, private, SACS accredited HBCU had a total fall enrollment of 3,655 undergraduate 
and graduate students.  The HBCU is comprised of 93% African American, 74% females 
The results of the study’s demographic profile revealed that a majority (98.1%) of 
the respondents attended this particular HBCU; a majority (72.8%) of the respondents 
identified themselves as female; a majority (72.6%) of the respondents were between the 
ages of 18 and 20; most (40.5%) of the respondents were freshman; a majority 79.4% of 
the respondents lived on campus; a majority (91.9%) of the respondents identified 
themselves as African American; a majority (66.5%) of the respondents were 
unemployed; and a majority (87.4%) of the respondents were recipients of some type of 
financial aid.  
These findings of the demographic frequency tables are similar to the 
demographics of the total population of the university. Specifically, the study’s 
demographic results on gender, race, and financial aid status are consistent with those 
same demographics of the university’s total population.  
Customer service is the process by which an organization consistently gives the 
student what they need.  It is the provision of services before, during, and after a 
transaction or a service encounter.  It is a series of activities and behaviors that places 
value and undivided attention on students (Harms, 2011; Howardell, 2013; Tschohl, 
1991).   
In this study, customer service was described by seven variables. A majority 
(52.1%) of the respondents agreed that the staff at the university consistently provides 
students with what they need.  A majority (53.2%) of the respondents also agreed that the 





encounter.  A majority (57.3%) of the respondents agreed that the staff at the university is 
professional.  A majority (59.2%) of the respondents agreed that the staff at the university 
is helpful.  A majority (59.1%) of the respondents agreed that the staff at the university 
values the students.  A majority (52.0%) of the respondents disagreed that the staff at the 
university is attentive to the needs of students.  In addition, a majority (70.5%) of the 
respondents disagreed that the staff at the university completes their requests in a timely 
manner.  
The findings of the customer service frequency tables revealed that a majority of 
the respondents indicated favorable responses for each customer service variable except 
for two variables.  For the two other variables, a majority (52.0%) of the respondents 
indicated that the staff at the university were not attentive to the needs of students; and a 
majority (70.5%) of the respondents indicated that the staff at the university did not 
complete student requests in a timely manner.  This suggests that respondents may have 
used a different interpretation of the word “staff” when they provided responses for five 
of the customer service variables.  The respondent’s definition of “staff” might have 
included more of the professors, academic advisors, and instructional support rather than 
ancillary support staff.  The respondent’s experiences with the professors, the academic 
advisors, and the instructional support staff may have been more positive than with other 
staff, thus, their responses reflected those positive interactions.   
The respondents may have used a more narrow interpretation of the word “staff” 
when they provided unfavorable responses for the two remaining customer service 





ancillary support staff like those employees who work in the registrar’s, student accounts, 
financial aid, and housing offices.   
These offices are more likely involved with carrying out student business, 
processing paperwork, and meeting deadlines.  The findings suggest that the undivided 
attention to students from these offices is a very important concern for students.   
The 52.0% majority of respondents who indicated that the staff at the university is 
not attentive to the needs of the students and the 70.5% majority of respondents who 
indicated that the staff at the university did not complete student requests in a timely 
manner presents an alarming reality for the HBCU in this study.  These two customer 
service variables are closely related and they involve how the university services and 
transacts business on behalf of its internal customers, the students.  The findings suggest 
that students nor their business are considered a top priority by the staff at the university.  
More importantly, these findings suggest that the HBCU has some serious hardwiring 
challenges around service, accountability, and organizational culture.   
Student satisfaction occurs when perceived performance meets or exceeds the 
student’s expectations.  Satisfied students might say positive and negative things to others 
about their university and dissatisfied students might say mostly negative things to others 
about their university (Elliott & Shin, 2002; Raisman, 2002; Tschohl, 1991).   
In this study, student satisfaction was described by three variables.  A majority 
(60.0%) of the respondents disagreed that the staff’s performance at the university meets 
or exceeds the student’s expectations.  A majority (78.7%) of the respondents agreed that 
they say positive things to others about the university.  A large percentage (40.4%) of the 





The findings of these student satisfaction frequency tables suggest that 60.0% of 
the respondents felt that the staff’s performance did not meet the basic standard for 
achieving and cultivating student satisfaction.  In addition, although 78.7% of the 
respondents indicated that they say positive things to others about the university, this 
variable was easily undermined by the previous finding and the whopping 40.4% of the 
respondents who admitted to sharing disparaging remarks to others about the university.  
Collectively, these student satisfaction frequency table findings represent a portion of a 
dissatisfied student body who refuses to remain silent about their discontent and 
dissatisfaction with the university.  These findings certainly reflect a need for change in 
quality and in operations at the HBCU in this study.   
Student engagement encapsulates two dimensions of quality in higher education.  
First, it involves the amount of time, energy, and effort students put in their academics, 
educational, and social pursuits.  Second, how the college or university deploys its 
resources and organizes the curriculum and other learning opportunities to get students to 
participate in activities (Kuh, 2001; Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009).   
In the study, student engagement was described by nine variables.  A majority 
(58.9%) of the respondents agreed that the university organizes classes around students to 
encourage their participation.  A majority (70.5%) of the respondents also agreed that the 
university provides resources to encourage students to participate in campus activities.  In 
addition, a majority (82.9%) of respondents agreed that they like to participate in campus 
activities.  A majority (83.7%) of the respondents agreed that they like to interact with the 





A majority (73.6%) of the respondents agreed that they like to interact with the 
academic advisors at the university.  A majority of the respondents (58.7%) disagreed 
that they like to interact with the financial aid office at the university.  A majority 
(58.9%) of the respondents disagreed that they like to interact with the student accounts 
office at the university.  A majority (52.5%) of the respondents disagreed that they like to 
interact with the registrar’s office at the university.  A majority (54.1%) of the 
respondents disagreed that they like to interact with the housing office at the university. 
The findings of the student engagement frequency tables suggest that a majority 
of the respondents felt that the university encouraged student engagement and student 
participation in campus activities.  A majority of the respondents indicated that they 
enjoyed participating in campus life, interacting with the professors, and interacting with 
the academic advisors at the university.  Interacting with the professors (83.7%), 
participating in campus activities (82.9%), and interacting with the academic advisors 
(73.6%) received the three highest favorable percentages out of the nine student 
engagement variables.  The findings revealed that campus activities were strategically 
deployed to solicit active engagement from the respondents.  In addition, these findings 
also suggest that the respondents were very pleased with the pedagogy, services, and 
supports provided by the academic and instructional staff at the university.  The 
respondent’s willingness to engage was made easier by their interactions with the 
professors, academic advisors, and other instructional support staff.   
The findings of the student engagement frequency tables indicate that a majority 
of respondents did not like to interact with the financial aid (58.7%), the student 





university.  These results reflect a disturbing pattern of a low quality operational culture 
among the ancillary and front line staff at the university in the study.  These findings 
have the ability to alter the trajectory of a current student’s matriculation experience and 
to deter potential students from attending the university in the study.  The potential 
student will not have an opportunity to interact with the professors or with the other 
academic staff before interacting with the ancillary and front line staff.  These findings 
could lead to a very challenging academic, learning, and work environment.   
Student recruitment is an activity designed to encourage potential students to 
enroll into a particular college or university.  When students are satisfied with the 
customer service at their school, they will recruit others to attend (Fahy, Hurley, Hooley, 
& Deluca, 2009). 
In the study, student recruitment was described by two variables.  A majority 
(63.9%) of the respondents agreed that they encourage others to apply to the university.  
A majority (79.8%) of the respondents disagreed that they discourage others from 
applying to the university.   
The findings of the student recruitment frequency tables suggest that while a 
majority (63.9%) of the respondents encouraged others to apply to the university, 20.2% 
of the respondents actively discouraged others from seeking admission to the university.  
This deliberate and willful behavior of discouraging others from applying to the 
university should be met with serious inquiry and concern as it suggests a profound sense 
of deliberate sabotage of the university’s public image, reputation, and growth potential.   
Sometimes referred to as persistence, student retention is the normal progression, 





until graduation.  Retention rate is the percentage of an entering class that remains in 
school until graduation (Nettles, Wagener, Millet, & Killenbeck, 1999; Swecker, Fifolt, 
& Searby, 2013). 
In this study, student retention was described by two variables.  A majority 
(80.0%) of the respondents agreed that they plan to graduate from the university.  In 
addition, a majority (60.0%) of the respondents agreed that they have thought about 
leaving the university.   
The findings of the student retention frequency tables suggest that a majority 
(80.0%) of the respondents intended to graduate from the university in the study.  The 
high percentage of respondents who indicated that they plan to graduate from the 
university should be approached with caution and not solely be interpreted as a student 
body who is satisfied with the university. The high percentage of respondents who plan to 
graduate from the university could also be explained by the inherent barriers associated 
with transferring to another university.  Loss of credits, taking more classes, and extended 
graduation dates are all some of the byproducts of transferring to another university.  The 
high percentage of students who plan to graduate from the university could be explained 
by these factors.   
The findings of the student retention frequency tables also suggest that a majority 
(60.0%) of the respondents indicated that they have thought about leaving the university 
in the study.  Although student departure theories confirm that a percentage of students 
will contemplate leaving a university or a college for a variety of reasons, 60.0% is a very 
high percentage and it might suggest that the respondents are thinking about leaving due 





about leaving the university, and they mobilize on those cognitions, this could place the 
university in a financial crisis.  These findings suggest a need for the university in this 
study to interrogate and to explore the motivations for the respondent’s thoughts on 
retention and departure.   
 The study answered four questions regarding customer service and student 
satisfaction at a historically black college and university. 
 
Research Question 1: Is there a statistically significant relationship between customer  
   service and student satisfaction at a historically black college and  
   university?  
 
Of the 481 respondents that were surveyed, a minority (17.9%) of the respondents 
agreed that customer service was present at the university and that they were satisfied.  
However, a majority (82.1%) of the respondents disagreed that customer service was 
present at the university and they also disagreed that they were satisfied with the 
university.   
The statistical measurement phi (Φ) was employed to test for the strength of the 
association between customer service and student satisfaction.  As indicated, there was a 
weak association, (Φ=.351) between the two variables.  When chi-square statistical test 
for significance was applied, the null hypothesis was rejected (p=.000) indicating that 
there was a statistically significant relationship between the two variables at the .05 level 





The findings of the cross tabulation table between customer service and student 
satisfaction indicated that a majority (82.1%) of the respondents felt that customer service 
was not present at the university and that they were not satisfied with the university.  The 
very high percentage of dissatisfied respondents reflected in the cross tabulation finding 
suggests that customer service nor student satisfaction have been strategic or operational 
priorities at the HBCU in the study.   
 The results of the chi-square statistical test for significance revealed that there was 
a statistically significant relationship between the two variables, customer service and 
student satisfaction at the .05 level of probability.  This finding suggests that there is a 
probability that the relationship between the two variables did not occur by chance and 
that there would also be a statistically significant relationship between the two variables 
in the total student population. 
 
Research Question 2: Is there a statistically significant relationship between customer 
service and student engagement at a historically black college and 
university? 
Of the 467 respondents that were surveyed, a minority (30.4%) of the respondents 
agreed that customer service was present at the university and that they were engaged.  
However, a majority (69.6%) of the respondents disagreed that customer service was 
present at the university and they also disagreed that they were engaged at the university.   
The statistical measurement phi (Φ) was employed to test for the strength of the 
association between customer service and student engagement.  As indicated, there was a 





for significance was applied, the null hypothesis was rejected (p=.000) indicating that 
there was a statistically significant relationship between the two variables at the .05 level 
of probability (See Table 31).   
The findings of the cross tabulation table between customer service and student 
engagement indicated that a majority (69.6%) of the respondents did not feel that 
customer service was present at the HBCU and that they were not engaged at the 
university.  This finding suggests that student engagement could be hindered due to the 
absence or the poor quality of customer service at the university.   
The results of the chi-square statistical test for significance revealed that there was a 
statistically significant relationship between the two variables, customer service and 
student engagement at the .05 level of probability.  This finding suggests that there is a 
probability that the relationship between the variables did not occur by chance and that 
there would also be a statistically significant relationship between the two variables in the 
total student population. 
 
Research Question 3: Is there a statistically significant relationship between customer 
service and student recruitment at a historically black college and 
university?  
 
Of the 478 respondents that were surveyed, a minority (8.8%) of the respondents 
agreed that customer service was present at the university and that they recruit to the 
university.  However, a majority (91.2%) of the respondents disagreed that customer 






The statistical measure phi (Φ) was employed to test for the strength of the 
association between customer service and student recruitment.  As indicated, there was 
no association (Φ=.011) between the two variables.  When chi-square statistical test for 
significance was applied, the principal investigator failed to reject the null hypothesis 
(p=.813) indicating that there was no statistically significant relationship between the two 
variables at the .05 level of probability (See Table 32). 
The findings of the cross tabulation table between customer service and student 
recruitment indicated that a majority (91.2%) of the respondents felt that customer 
service was not present at the university and that they did not recruit to the university.  
The findings suggest that future enrollments could be mitigated by the university’s poor 
customer service environment.   
 The results of the chi-square statistical test for significance revealed that there was 
no statistically significant relationship between customer service and student recruitment 
at the .05 level of probability.  This finding suggests that any relationship that exist 
between the two variables occurred due to chance and that there would be no statistically 
significant relationship between the two variables in the total student population. 
 
Research Question 4: Is there a statistically significant relationship between customer 
service and student retention at a historically black college and 
university? 
 
Of the 476 respondents that were surveyed, a majority (56.5%) of the respondents 
agreed that customer service was present at the university and that they plan to graduate 





customer service was present at the university and they also disagreed that they plan to 
graduate from the university.   
The statistical measurement phi (Φ) was employed to test for the strength of the 
association between customer service and student retention.  As indicated, there was no 
association (Φ= -.154) between the two variables.  When chi-square statistical test for 
significance was applied, the null hypothesis was rejected (p=.001) indicating that there 
was a statistically significant relationship between the two variables at the .05 level of 
probability (See Table 33). 
The findings of the cross tabulation table between customer service and student 
retention indicated that a majority (56.5%) of the respondents agreed that customer 
service was present at the university and that they plan to graduate from the university.  
This finding is significant because although a majority of the respondents indicated that 
they were dissatisfied with the university in the study, their dissatisfaction did not solely 
factor into their decision to remain or to leave the university.  The findings also suggest 
that the respondent’s decision to remain or to leave the university could be influenced by 
other factors. 
The results of the chi-square statistical test for significance revealed that there was 
a statistically significant relationship between the two variables, customer service and 
student retention at the .05 level of probability.  This finding suggests that there is a 
probability that the relationship between the two variables did not occur by chance and 
that there would be a statistically significant relationship between the two variables in the 





 In summary, three out of the four hypotheses in this study were rejected.  There 
was a statistically significant relationship between the two variables in three out of the 
four research questions.  There was a statistically significant relationship between 
customer service and student satisfaction.  There was a statistically significant 
relationship between customer service and student engagement.  There was a statistically 
significant relationship between customer service and student retention.  There was no 
statistically significant relationship between customer service and student recruitment and 
the principal investigator failed to reject the null hypothesis.   
 
Recommendations 
The overall results of this study revealed that the historically black college and 
university in this study has some serious opportunities for growth in the areas of customer 
service and student satisfaction.  The results also revealed that the university is doing an 
exceptional job with customer service and student satisfaction in the areas of academic 
and instructional support.   
Customer service and student satisfaction will have to become operational 
priorities for the university in this study.  Additional research studies will have to be 
conducted in order to discern the quality of customer service and student satisfaction 
within the HBCU diaspora.  Additional research will also benefit HBCU leadership, 
employees, students, and higher education policymakers.  Additional types of research 
designs would also strengthen generalizability applications.   
As a result of the findings in this study, the principal investigator is 





1. The HBCU in this study should conduct a series of needs assessments and studies 
on customer service and student satisfaction in order to gain greater insight into 
these issues.  The results of those studies should be used to guide the university in 
determining the targeted departments and other areas of concern. 
2. The HBCU in this study should invest in mandatory ongoing university-wide 
customer service and student satisfaction training.  This training should include the 
leaders of the university, mid-level management, employees, professors, vendors, 
and work-study students.   
3. The HBCU in this study should develop measurable, feasible, and obtainable goals 
around customer service and student satisfaction.  The HBCU should start with 
targeting one department.  
4. The HBCU in this study should develop a customer service creed, theme, policy, 
or a statement which will be used to guide and to change the staff’s behaviors and 
interactions with students.  This will begin to cultivate a new culture of service and 
accountability.  
5. The HBCU in this study should implement a system where employees are 
recognized and rewarded for providing exceptional customer service to other 
employees, students, parents, visitors, and to stakeholders.   
6. The HBCU in this study should implement an accountability system around 
customer service and student satisfaction.  This should include conducting 
quarterly customer service and student satisfaction audits in an effort to monitor 
the feedback and to evaluate the effectiveness of the interventions.  This will allow 





exceptional job with providing customer service and to provide additional 













LETTER TO PARTICIPANTS 
 
A STUDY OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CUSTOMER SERVICE AND 
STUDENT SATISFACTION AT A HISTORICALLY BLACK 
COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY (HBCU) 
 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study on the relationship between customer service 
and student satisfaction at a historically black college and university.  This study consists of a 
questionnaire with thirty-five questions.  The findings will be used in an analysis for my 
dissertation.   
 
There are no known risks to participants who agree to take part in this research.  There are no 
known personal benefits to participants who agree to take part in this research.  However, it is 
hoped that those who participate in this study will help research in the field of social work 
education, social work curriculum, higher education, and the HBCU diaspora in the United 
States.   
 
I would appreciate your cooperation.  Since all of the respondents are confidential, please do not 
put your name on the questionnaire.  Choose only one answer for each question.  Please respond 
to all questions.  The questionnaire will take less than five minutes to complete.   
 
This study is being conducted by Patti Hammonds-Greene, a Ph.D. student at Clark Atlanta 
University’s Whitney M. Young, Jr., School of Social Work.  All responses to the questionnaire 
will remain confidential.  Participation in this study is voluntary.  If participants have questions 
about the study, please contact the principal investigator, Patti Hammonds-Greene by e-mail at: 
Hammonds20@yahoo.com or Dr. Richard Lyle, Advisor at the Whitney M. Young Jr., School of 
Social Work at (404) 880-8006.   
 
If you have any questions now or later, related to the integrity of the research, (the rights of 
research subjects or research-related injuries, where applicable), you are encouraged to contact 
Dr. Paul I. Musey, (404) 880-6829 at the Office of Sponsored Programs at Clark Atlanta 
University.   
 
Thank you,  












Questionnaire                                              Customer Service and Student Satisfaction 
                                                                                              School of Social Work 
Ph.D. Program    
                                                                               Patti Hammonds-Greene-- 2015       
                                                                                            Clark Atlanta University 
Section I: Demographic Information 




1. I attend Clark Atlanta University:   1)____ Yes   2)____No 
 
2. My gender:   1)____Female      2)____Male 
 
3. My age group:      1) ___Under 18    2)____ 18-20  3)____ 21-23     4)_____ Over 23 
 
4.  My classification:   1)___ Freshman  2) ___Sophomore  3)___Junior  4)____Senior 
5)____Graduate 
                             
5.  I live on campus:  1)___ Yes     2)___No 
 
6.  My racial group:   1)___African-American   2)____ Asian  3)___ Hispanic   4)___ 
White  5)____ Other 
 
7.  I am employed:      1)__ Yes    2)___No 
 
8. I receive financial aid: 1)___ Yes    2)___ No 
 
9.  I am on work study:  1)___Yes   2)___No 
 
10.  Grant(s):      1)___Yes     2)____No 
 
11.  Loan(s):       1)___ Yes    2)____ No 
 








Section II: How much do you agree with the following statements?   
Instructions: Write the number indicating your answer (1 thru 4) in the blank space in 
front of each statement on the questionnaire.  Choose only one answer for each item and 
respond to all statements. 
 





______ 13.     The staff at my university consistently provides students with what they  
  need.  
 
______ 14.     The staff at my university provides continuous support to students with  
  each service encounter. 
 
______ 15.     The staff at my university is attentive to the needs of students. 
 
______ 16.     The staff at my university is professional. 
 
______ 17.     The staff at my university is helpful. 
 
______ 18.     The staff at my university completes student requests in a timely manner. 
 





______ 20.      The staff’s performance at my university meets or exceeds student’s  
  expectations. 
 
______ 21.       I say positive things to others about my university.  
 
______ 22.       I say negative things to others about my university.   
 
 












Section II (continued): How much do you agree with the following statements?  
Instructions: Write the number indicating your answer (1 thru 4) in the blank space in 
front of each statement on the questionnaire.  Choose only one answer for each item and 
respond to all statements.  
 





______ 23.      My university organizes the classes around students to encourage their  
  participation.  
______ 24.      My university provides resources to encourage students to participate in  
  campus activities. 
 
______ 25.      I like to participate in campus activities. 
 
______ 26.      I like to interact with professors at my university. 
 
______ 27.      I like to interact with academic advisors at my university. 
 
______ 28.      I like to interact with the financial aid office at my university. 
 
______ 29.      I like to interact with the student accounts office at my university. 
 
______ 30.      I like to interact with the registrar’s office at my university.  
 





______ 32.      I encourage others to apply to my university. 
 















______ 34.      I plan to graduate from my university. 
 
______ 35.      I have thought about leaving my university. 
 







































SPSS PROGRAM ANALYSIS 
 
 
TITLE 'CUSTOMER SERVICE AND STUDENT SATISFACTION'. 
SUBTITLE 'Patti Hammonds-Greene PhD School of Social Work'. 
 















































COMPUTE STUSAT = (EXCEED+POSITIVE+NEGATIVE)/3. 
COMPUTE STUENG = 
(PARTICIP+PROVIDE+ACTIVE+INTERACT+ADVISOR+AIDOFF+ACCOUNT+RE
GISTR+HOUSING)/9. 
COMPUTE STURECRT =(ENCOURGE+DISCOURG)/2. 
COMPUTE STURETAN =(GRADUATE+LEAVING)/2. 
 
VARIABLE LABELS 
ID 'Questionnaire number' 
ATTEND 'Q1 I attend Clark Atlanta University' 
GENDER 'Q2 My gender' 
AGEGRP 'Q3 My age group' 
CLASS 'Q4 My Classification' 
CAMPUS 'Q5 I live on campus' 
ETHNIC 'Q6 My racial group' 
EMPLOY 'Q7 I am employed' 
FINANCE 'Q8 I receive financial aid' 
WRKSTUDY 'Q9 I am on work study' 
GRANT 'Q10 I receive Grants' 
LOAN 'Q11 I receive Loans' 
SCHOLAR 'Q12 I receive scholarships' 
NEED 'Q13 The staff at my university consistently provides students with what they 
need' 
SUPPORT 'Q14 The staff at my university provides continuous support to students with 
each service encounter' 
ATTENT 'Q15 The staff at my university is attentive to the needs of students' 
PROFESS 'Q16 The staff at my university is professional' 
HELPFUL 'Q17 The staff at my university is helpful' 
TIMELY 'Q18 The staff at my university completes student requests in a timely manner' 
VALUES 'Q19 The staff at my university values students' 










POSITIVE 'Q21 I say positive things to others about my university' 
NEGATIVE 'Q22 I say negative things to others about my university' 
PARTICIP 'Q23 My university organizes the classes around students to encourage their 
participation' 
PROVIDE 'Q24 My university provides resources to encourage students to participate in 
campus activities' 
ACTIVE 'Q25 I like to participate in campus activities' 
INTERACT 'Q26 I like to interact with professors at my university' 
ADVISOR 'Q27 I like to interact with academic advisors at my university' 
AIDOFF 'Q28 I like to interact with the financial aid office at my university' 
ACCOUNT 'Q29 I like to interact with the student accounts office at my university' 
REGISTR 'Q30 I like to interact with the registrar office at my university' 
HOUSING 'Q31 I like to interact with the housing office at my university' 
ENCOURGE 'Q32 I encourage others to apply to my university' 
DISCOURG 'Q33 I discourage others to apply to my university' 
GRADUATE 'Q34 I plan to graduate from my university' 




 1 'Yes' 
 2 'No'/ 
GENDER  
 1 'Female' 
 2 'Male'/ 
AGEGRP  
 1 'Under 18' 
 2 '18-20' 
 3 '21-23' 
 4 'Over 23'/ 
CLASS  
 1 'Freshman' 
 2 'Sophomore' 
 3 'Junior' 
 4 'Senior' 
 5 'Graduate'/ 
CAMPUS  
 1 'Yes' 











 1 'African American' 
 2 'Asian' 
 3 'Hispanic' 
 4 'White' 
 5 'Other'/ 
EMPLOY  
 1 'Yes' 
 2 'No'/ 
FINANCE  
 1 'Yes' 
 2 'No'/ 
WRKSTUDY  
 1 'Yes' 
 2 'No'/ 
GRANT  
 1 'Yes' 
 2 'No'/ 
LOAN  
 1 'Yes' 
 2 'No'/ 
SCHOLAR  
 1 'Yes' 
 2 'No'/ 
NEED  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
SUPPORT  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
ATTENT  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 











 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
HELPFUL  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
TIMELY  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
VALUES  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
EXCEED  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
POSITIVE  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
NEGATIVE  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
PARTICIP  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 










 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
ACTIVE  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
INTERACT  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
ADVISOR  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
AIDOFF  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
ACCOUNT  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
REGISTR  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
HOUSING  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 










 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
DISCOURG  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
GRADUATE  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
LEAVING  
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
CUTSERVE 
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
STUSAT 
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
STUENG 
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/ 
STURECRT 
 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 










 1 'Strongly Disagree' 
 2 'Disagree' 
 3 'Agree' 
 4 'Strongly Agree'/. 
 
RECODE  NEED SUPPORT ATTENT PROFESS HELPFUL TIMELY (1 THRU 2.99 = 
2) (3 THRU 4.99 = 3). 
RECODE  VALUES EXCEED POSITIVE NEGATIVE PARTICIP PROVIDE ACTIVE 
(1 THRU 2.99 = 2) (3 THRU 4.99 = 3). 
RECODE INTERACT ADVISOR AIDOFF ACCOUNT REGISTR HOUSING (1 
THRU 2.99 = 2) (3 THRU 4.99 = 3). 
RECODE  ENCOURGE DISCOURG GRADUATE LEAVING (1 THRU 2.99 = 2) (3 
THRU 4.99 = 3).  
RECODE  CUTSERVE STUSAT STUENG (1 THRU 2.99 = 2) (3 THRU 4.99 = 3). 
RECODE  STURECRT STURETAN (1 THRU 2.99 = 2) (3 THRU 4.99 = 3). 
 
MISSING VALUES 
 ATTEND GENDER AGEGRP CLASS CAMPUS ETHNIC EMPLOY FINANCE 
WRKSTUDY GRANT LOAN SCHOLAR NEED  
SUPPORT ATTENT PROFESS HELPFUL TIMELY VALUES EXCEED POSITIVE 
NEGATIVE PARTICIP PROVIDE ACTIVE  
INTERACT ADVISOR AIDOFF ACCOUNT REGISTR HOUSING ENCOURGE 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































/VARIABLES ATTEND GENDER AGEGRP CLASS CAMPUS ETHNIC EMPLOY 
FINANCE WRKSTUDY GRANT LOAN SCHOLAR  
NEED SUPPORT ATTENT PROFESS HELPFUL TIMELY VALUES EXCEED 
POSITIVE NEGATIVE PARTICIP PROVIDE ACTIVE  
INTERACT ADVISOR AIDOFF ACCOUNT REGISTR HOUSING ENCOURGE 
DISCOURG GRADUATE LEAVING 
CUTSERVE STUSAT STUENG STURECRT STURETAN 
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